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Abstract

Virtual YouTubers, also known as VTubers, are entertainers who use two-dimensional (2D) or three-dimensional (3D) computer-
generated characters to create entertaining virtual content online. This article explores a group project called the “MetaBirthday,”
in which VTubers and their followers collaborated to write lyrics, compose music, design stage outfits, and shoot a music video.
Through semistructured interviews with the group’s participants and close reading of their published textual material, this article
interrogates how VTubers harness virtual and physical spaces to create a sense of mutual benefit, inspiration, and satisfaction in

tension with the everyday realities of these spaces.
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Introduction

“To someone who has never been to the metaverse, this scene
may appear quite surreal, as if anime characters are peering into
real-world events” (Virtual Girl Nem 2022a: 5).

“Virtual worlds are places of imagination that encompass
practices of play, performance, creativity, and ritual”
(Boellstorff et al. 2012: 1). Technologies can effectively
support, influence, and define contemporary creative
processes and enable members of a community to come
together in unprecedented ways (Laat and Lally 2004). In the
virtual realm, creativity can take the form of stimulating
experiments with the formation of self through virtual
character representations (Zimmermann, Wehler, and
Kaspar 2022). This article focuses on Japanese virtual
entertainers who self-organize into groups to perform,
project, and sometimes provoke audiences with their
collaborations. Since 2016, virtual YouTubers, also known
as VTubers (entertainers who use two-dimensional (2D) or
three-dimensional (3D) computer-generated characters to
create entertaining media content), have become popular
online (Hirota 2018). Originating in Japan, the VTuber
phenomenon has since expanded beyond East Asia (Tang,
Zhu, and Popescu 2021: 128). Among those who call
themselves “individual” (kojin) VTubers (VTubers who are
not affiliated with a company), the virtual characters are
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deployed to explore an imagined and ideal self (Todoki 2018).
Some “individual” VTubers organize themselves in “circles”
(sakuru) around their common interests.

As presented in the first lines of the introduction to this
special issue, here the “relational creativity” is examined as an
activity that arises when multiple individuals work toward
similar creative goals and considers the social dynamics and
collaborative processes that shape the creative outcomes. This
article explores a collaborative music video project called the
MetaBirthday, in which Japanese VTubers and their VTuber and
virtual world friends came together to write lyrics, compose
music, design stage outfits, and project the creative work on a
physical screen (a screen that is often used to promote
commercial products) in Akihabara, Japan. The particularity of
this project is that while its leader understands the virtual world
as a utopic wonderland that would enable an escape from “the
panoptic space of the social” (Dufourmantelle 2015) where
everyone can “become themselves” away from physical
sociocultural constraints, the physical world was paramount
for the deployment of an imagined identity in this
MetaBirthday project. In this article, 1 interrogate how
VTubers harness virtual and physical spaces to create a sense
of mutual benefit, inspiration, positivity, and satisfaction in
tension with the everyday realities of those spaces. What kind of
provocation can be found in the virtual performance and
projection of self? What are the external impositions that
contextualize and nuance the utopian discourse? What are the
creative effects of the activity? By examining MetaBirthday, I
propose that creativity is spontaneous and tainted with
consumer and commercial pressures.
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Starting in May 2022, the leader of this project, Virtual Girl
Nem (a VTuber and self-proclaimed metaverse culture
evangelist), had an agenda, a preconceived desire for a
specific outcome that was to inform people in the physical
world about the unique cultures being developed by those
living in virtual spaces (Virtual Girl Nem 2022b). The music
video, which Virtual Girl Nem produced together with other
VTubers, “metaverse natives,” and a music creator, presents
the metaverse, a virtual realm where users interact as
avatars with a focus on social and economic connections, as
an imagined space of a “new humankind evolution” where
“you’ll go on a journey to meet the real you, the one you lost
sight of.” MetaBirthday (MetaBdsudei), a combination of the
word “metaverse” (metabasu) and “birthday” (basudei),
invites its viewers to celebrate their rebirth in the virtual
realm. The production group consisted of VTuber Kusaha. El,
a lyricist and fashion designer who was recruited during a
contest; Kapruit, a self-proclaimed music creator for
VTubers, Orange, now a virtual cinematographer and
previously an occasional VTuber; VTuber Virtual Girl Nem;
and their metaverse and VTuber friends.

The planning of the creative process was discussed on
Discord and in virtual worlds. Given the project’s high costs,
crowdfunding was launched to secure the funds. Supporters
could donate from 1000 to 100,000 yen and, in return, receive
a supporter certification, a thank-you video, goodies, or even
go on virtual dates with the VTuber group leader. The
crowdfunding project aimed to collect 300,000 yen and
achieved 454% of that goal, with a total of 1,364,371 yen by
July 30, 2022. From October 1, 2022 to January 31, 2023, a 15-
second edit of the resulting music video was aired every
30 minutes from 8 a.m. to 10 p.m. daily (Fig. 1). The physical
location, the space in front of Akihabara station in Tokyo, is
an area where like-minded individuals can meet, known for
creative cultural production (Pendleton and Coates 2018).
Akihabara is also a “subcultural mecca” for consumer groups
such as otaku (anime, technology, and manga fans) (Galbraith
2019: 128), an important point given the close relationship of
VTubers with the culture (Todoki and Tsukino 2018: 69).
Therefore, a utopic imagined virtual space was projected
within a utopic imagined physical space.

As mentioned in the introduction to this special issue,
“relational creativity” is often linked to activities that
provide commercial advantages, overlooking the personal
motivations that drive individuals to engage in collaborative
creativity in the first place (Coates and Coates 2024: 4). At
first glance, the MetaBirthday appears to have been created
for commercial advantages. However, by asking ourselves
why the individuals decided to come together we can
uncover “new ways of imagining or understanding our
world(s)” (Coates and Coates 2024: 5). The curated virtual
identities of metaverse residents in the music video are
deployed by the creators as tools to demonstrate that one can
become their “real self” (honto no jibun) (Virtual Girl Nem
2022a: 312-3) and live a “real life” (honto no jinsei) in the
metaverse, far away and liberated from the physical world.

This discourse echoes early cyberfeminism ideas, such as
those of Haraway (1991), where technology was seen as a way
to transcend the limitations of the body and gender.
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Similarly, early academic discussions of the Internet often
portrayed online cultures as disconnected from offline
realities, positioning them as spaces for liberating social
structures rather than as intersections of different cultures
(Slater 2002: 533-4). This also mirrors the 1990s excitement
in Japan around virtual reality (VR), which promised an
escape into anime-inspired fictional worlds (Roquet 2022:
11-13). Subsequently, 30 years later, the rhetoric surround-
ing the metaverse in Japan frequently presents it as a space
for human evolution and the creation of an ideal society,
offering an escape from existing social conditions by
withdrawing into the virtual realm, as Roquet (2023)
highlights. However, it remains doubtful whether the
anxieties and frustrations of real life can truly be escaped
in the virtual world (Yoshida 2022: 131). In this paper, I
acknowledge the criticisms of virtual spaces and respect the
utopist and positivist perspectives of my informants that I
seek to understand. My aim is to explore the complexity of
how individuals are communicating and constructing digital
realms (Turkle 1995) and how they collaboratively create
“desirable areas and atmospheres” (Coates and Coates 2024:
14) in a late capitalist society marked by precarity and
weakened interpersonal relationships (Allison 2015).

The interest in focusing on “individual VTubers” to explore
relational creativity is because the activity is highly creative
(Todoki and Tsukino 2018: 71). Individual VTubers can engage
in personally and ideologically motivated meticulously crafted
endeavors, such as promoting the “metaverse” with a
provocative ideology. This article understands VTubers and
the metaverse as different but inseparable within
MetaBirthday: (1) the metaverse is the space being promoted,
where the filming and most of the activity occurred, and
(2) the VTuber is the idol-like personal that performs in the
metaverse.

The majority of articles available in English! about the
creative aspects of the Japanese virtual worlds or metaverse
focus on work environments for learning and education
(Yamazaki 2018; Tamai et al. 2011), entertainment (Shirai
2023), the recreation of historical places (Utsugi, Moriya, and
Takeda 2001), surveying Japanese companies’ activities
(Kahaner 1994), identity experimentations, and identification
through avatars (Takano and Taka 2022). Those publications
do not explore consumer and commercial pressures nor
personal motivations of creative endeavors in the metaverse, a
literature gap this article will attempt to fill.

Building on long-term participant observation from 2019
to the present, and on key-informant interviews with group
leader Virtual Girl Nem; music producer Kapruit, lyricist and
costume designer VTuber Kusaha. El; and videographer
Orange, this article explores the motivations, experiences,
and challenges of the “MetaBirthday” project. These ethno-
graphic methods are supported by textual analysis of original
documentation, including Japanese VTubers’ blogs, making-
of videos, Twitter accounts, and Discord discussion logs. My
positionality as a researcher is that of a participant observer,

1 Google Scholar was searched using the words “Japanese metaverse creativity,”
“Japanese virtual worlds creativity,” “Japanese virtual reality creativity,” “Japan
metaverse creativity,” “Japan virtual worlds creativity,” and “Japan virtual reality
creativity” until June 9, 2023.
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having been involved in the project as a Japanese and English
lyrics translator. My identity as a researcher has been known
owing to various previous endeavors with Virtual Girl Nem
and clearly stated on social networking service (SNS) media I
use to communicate with VTubers as a VTuber myself and a
metaverse “resident.” In this capacity, I have been present
during the conception and dissemination phases of the
project.

Before writing this article, I contacted Virtual Girl Nem and
requested permission to conduct this research and interview
the production team on Discord. After approval, I contacted
other participants, informed them of my article’s intent, asked
permission to use our discussions, and had them approve
direct citations. I decided not to anonymize participants as
they are public figures already using avatars and pseudonyms.
Moreover, they agreed to be cited as their official pseudonyms.
In addition, owing to the diverse gender performances of
Virtual Girl Nem across virtual and “real” worlds, I will use the
pronoun “they” to refer to Virtual Girl Nem. To further
understand the VTuber culture in Akihabara, I undertook a
short period of fieldwork from May 8 to May 22, 2023.

The goal of this article is to demonstrate that consumer,
producer, and commercial pressures, as well as personal
motivations, are entangled in creative relations that might
seem at first glance as spontaneous, free, and open ended. To do
so, I first introduce the reader to VTubers and the metaverse. I
then explore the “MetaBirthday” project in three parts: the
provocative discourse that stems from the leader’s book that
provides context to the utopian call, the external impositions
(anime conventions, bishojo imagery, and Akihabara taste
communities, among others), and the personal motivations and
aspirations that effected the tone of the video.

Introducing VTubers and the metaverse: a quest for a new
identity

VTubers and the metaverse are distinct yet interconnected
concepts—VTubers are virtual entertainers, while the
metaverse is a digital/virtual social space. In
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Figure |: Theimage is taken from
Virtual Girl Nem Tweet the day the
projection started. https:/twitter.
com/nemchan_nel/status/
1576064892 188385280.

MetaBirthday, VTubers perform within the metaverse to
promote this virtual environment. This performance blurs
the lines between the VTuber and the imagined space they
help create. To provide context, I start by introducing
VTubers and the metaverse.

VTubers originated in 2016 with the first online
entertainer to call herself a virtual YouTuber being Kizuna
Al (2018).2 She was later chosen as the ambassador for the
campaign “Come to Japan” launched by the Japan National
Tourism Organization (Roll 2018). The characterization of the
“virtuality” of a VTuber generally includes the following
three elements: (1) a virtual body, often in contrast to the
physical body in appearance; (2) a personal storyline set in
the virtual space; and (3) an invented personality that is
expressed through the adoption of a 2D or 3D character or
avatar (Akatsuki 2018: 115). To express emotions and
gestures on the faces of their virtual characters or avatars,
VTubers use motion capture and facial-recognition devices to
translate their own facial expressions onto the face of their
virtual “self” (Kobayashi 2018). At the end of 2017, a VTuber
boom took place as technology became more accessible,
making it easier for “individual” VTubers to engage in this
highly technologized performance activity (Hirota 2018:
48-49). Any individual can now “wear” a 2D or 3D character
on social networking websites and live as a “new” version of
themselves (Nyalra and Ohisashiburi 2020: 4). The internet
and communication technologies have clearly enabled a
“new” sense of the body and oneself (Masiko 2018).

According to Suan (2021), through anime-type codified
movements and expressions, media, and motion capture
technology, VTubers perform and express selthood. While a
VTuber might be just a drawing, the illustration created by
the two- or three-dimensional image can stir emotions. In
this way, a VTuber’s identity arises from an amalgam of the
viewer’s imagination, the VTuber’s voice and gestures, the
character, and the awareness of both viewer and performer
that there is a real-world person behind the avatar (Umezawa

% Although Kizuna AI is commonly understood to be the first to call herself a
“VTuber,” other virtual vloggers existed prior to her.
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2008: 10-11). However, those “new” versions of the self tend
to share common visual rules. According to Hirota, the
managing director of the Panora news website that focuses
on VTubers and virtual reality, most VTubers have a “cute/
beautiful/pretty girl character (bishgjo kyara) appearance and
target a predominantly male audience” (2018: 51).

VTubers play a unique role when it comes to Japanese
virtual reality and the metaverse more specifically. Japanese
virtual reality is imbricated with manga, anime, and game
content (see Roquet 2022), which have also been inspired,
influenced, and discussed by VTubers. Japanese social virtual
worlds tend to adopt VTuber-like visual characteristics
(Bredikhina et al. 2020). VTubers inhabit those worlds to
create communities, foster unique experiences, and encour-
age fan creation (Lee and Lee 2023). Owing to the popularity
of VTubers, many Japanese companies quickly implemented
VTubers in their metaverse and virtual reality-related
content (Shirai 2022, 2019). Overall, VTubers have become
“one of the hot topics of the metaverse” (Zhao 2022: 330).
While VTubers and the metaverse are distinct concepts,
drawing a clear line between them overlooks the ways in
which these two cultures influence each other.

Virtual Reality Studies, a textbook on virtual reality
technology published by The Virtual Reality Society of
Japan, defines the metaverse as an online virtual 3D
environment where users interact with one another through
avatars and can create objects within the space (Tachi, Sato,
and Hirose 2010). Here and further on, I will use the term
“metaverse” and “social virtual worlds” synonymously
because a key interlocutor in my fieldwork, the leader of
the group, Virtual Girl Nem, defines social virtual reality
platforms such as VRChat or NEOS VR, where the video was
shot, as “metaverse” (Virtual Girl Nem 2022a). Following
ethnographic principles, I use the emic terms employed by
my study participants to reflect their view of their spaces and
activities. Japanese metaverse users tend to spend time in
small communities (Kawamura, Hasegawa, and Kitamura
2023), and the virtual culture shares some characteristics
with Japanese fandom cultures such as knowledge sharing,
assistance, and provision of specialized material and otaku
culture (Nakao et al. 2023: 145). The current Japanese
metaverse has a strong “play” aspect, featuring digital games
and VTuber live-streams (Nakao 2022: 70), as well as offering
mobile social networking services, digital assets, the selling
and purchasing of virtual or digital fashion, and event
organization (Shirai 2023).

Tensions and creativity in the VTuber circle “MetaBirthday”

Following contemporary approaches to studying collective
creativity that focus on the process rather than the result
(Littleton and Miell 2004), this section will examine the
articulation of the symbols deployed by the “MetaBirthday”
group to project eligible yet provocative identities that
follow three agendas: the leader’s agenda as presented in
their book, the group’s agenda in terms of projecting a
positive image of the “metaverse natives,” and the
individuals’ diverse personal motivations.
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The Leader’s Provocative Discourse
Hey, you, are you looking for something?

Someday, you'll go on a journey to meet the real you, the one you
lost sight of.

MetaBirthday

OnJune 26, 2022, Virtual Girl Nem “met” with their friends
in VRChat and exchanged ideas regarding a music video
project. At the end of the meeting, two significant points
stood out: (1) raising awareness of metaverse natives
(metabdsu genjimin, i.e., those who live in the metaverse)?
and (2) exploring human evolution in the metaverse
(metabasu de no jinruinoshinka). Those two points are also
the recurring themes of their recent book “Metaverse
Evolution” (Metabasu shinka-ron), used as a reference for
“MetaBirthday.” Since the book’s publication, Virtual Girl
Nem has been treated as a Japanese metaverse theorist
(Daikoku 2022), referenced by educational institutions
(Virtual Girl Nem 2023a, 2023b ), and offered the possibility
to give a keynote speech at the Japan Internet Governance
Forum (Virtual Girl Nem 2022c).

As creativity is embedded in the larger sociocultural
context of creators and their audiences (Cattani, Ferriani, and
Colucci 2015: 90), to understand the latent motivations of
“MetaBirthday,” we need to first look at Virtual Girl Nem’s
book. According to the author, VTubers, and the metaverse
are a revolution in identity formation (Virtual Girl Nem
2022a). Virtual character representations empower individ-
uals to be able to “become the self you want to be” (naritai
Jjibun ni nareru), “create the appearance of the self you want to
be” (naritai jibun no sugata o tsukureru), and “effortlessly wear
the self you want to be” (naritai jibun o kantan ni kireru)
(Virtual Girl Nem 2022a: 140-1). As a result, humankind
would achieve an “ideal” (risd) appearance and create a more
“ideal” society. Virtual Girl Nem proposes that by eliminating
various “filters” such as age, gender, and title, which is
possible with the metaverse, the creation of an “ideal”
society would follow (Virtual Girl Nem 2022a: 201).

To do so, Virtual Girl Nem proposes we adopt a
masquerading practice of identity, communication, and
economics, commonly known as cosplay—dressing up.
Cosplay is the act of putting on an attire of a character
with “the desire to alter the functioning identity of the
subject through the deployment of the fictional modes of
existence that are the creative aspect of cosplay” (Lunning
2022: 67). For Virtual Girl Nem, cosplay in metaverse implies
“not something worn by a specific individual but something
embraced by society as a whole” (Virtual Girl Nem 2022a:
201). The VTuber urges us to study “metaverse natives,” who
already live in the metaverse and have stepped on the path of
human evolution. The book promises an embodied escape
from the “flesh” (nikutai) through the appearance of your
choice (Virtual Girl Nem 2022a: 15).

The utopic idea of becoming a “real” self in the metaverse
seems puzzling, as identity adapts to interior and exterior
stimuli (Goffman 1959). That is because the “self” is created

3In their book, Nem defines “metaverse native” as “homo metaverse who are

adapting to the world as quickly as possible and showing a completely new way of
life and culture” (2022a, 16).
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under various conditions and “is a process of creation and
reinvention out of available resources” (Byrne 2003: 31). The
virtual bodily practices are embedded in existing cultural
practices (Miller and Slater 2001; Wilson and Peterson 2002),
and the metaverse “self” cannot be separated from the
physical space “self” (Miyake 2022: 29), as the choice of
an avatar, and identity, is influenced by existing gender
roles and discourse and is specific to a time in history
(Kondo 2022).

Whether Virtual Girl Nem’s point of view is well-founded,
it reflects a disjunction with the physical world and a key
message in the video. It also resonated with a thriving feeling
in the Japanese virtual community that becoming a character
has new possibilities for self-realization, self-formation, and
becoming an ideal self, or even a more authentic self—the
promise MetaBirthday capitalizes on.

Constructing and performing the “metaverse native” identity

VR goggles on the head

Sensors on opposite walls

Pop it, press it, and it’s on

Take a step into the world you dreamt of!
MetaBirthday

VTubers exist because their fans and audience show them
attention, interact with them, shower them with affection,
and affirm their existence in return for the companionship,
recognition, and emotional support that virtual entertainers
offer. Because of the importance of the audience for the
VTuber’s existence, they tailor their content and virtual
characters to please their audience (Bredikhina 2021). As
such, we must examine the projection of a “metaverse
native” identity or persona as content tailored to Akihabara’s
audience. Costume and gesture were used to emphasize the
differences between the stereotypical virtual characters and
their equally stereotyped creators, in this case, the difference
between the virtual “pretty girl” and the reality of the
predominantly male user’s audience and fans. In this chapter,
I demonstrate that the discourse and its creative represen-
tation in MetaBirthday is influenced by familiar symbolic
imagery to ensure that the message is both understandable
and appealing. To do so, we must investigate how the visual
vocabulary of the “metaverse native” and its setting were
staged for the Akihabara audience.

Virtual Girl Nem tells me, “Akihabara has a large
population inclined towards embracing new cultures, so I
believed it would be an ideal place to introduce something
novel like the metaverse.” This is an area of Tokyo where
anime girl posters and anime music can be found on almost
every corner of every street. Notably, it is also a place where
VTuber-related events were held (Jiefu 2018: 203). During
fieldwork, I noticed the predominance of VTuber “media-
mix” content (Steinberg 2012), which included themed-cafés,
VTuber anime-like songs blasting from speakers, collabora-
tions with existing companies, and posters and goodies.
Moreover, there is a predominance of cute-looking 2D girly
characters such as “bishojo” (cute, beautiful girl) plastered on

buildings, posters, and vitrines, which is not surprising, given
the connection of “bishdjo” to the two-dimensional culture
(Matsuura 2022: 64) that Akihabara is known for (Galbraith
2019: 133). As such, the “cute girl” character is a highly
commercial image, used to sell everything and anything
ranging from fiction to computer tech books to manga and
anime. The “bishojo,” a slim, cute, young, petite female
character symbolized by a cute mouth, long and delicate legs,
and wide-eyes (Chen 2015: 112) is the only character type that
we see in the “MetaBirthday” video, “selling” us the utopic
virtual space. With an already “half-convinced audience,”
Akihabara was the ideal location for “MetaBirthday.” To fully
convince the audience, all that was needed was “impact, to
project on the biggest screen in front of the station,”
according to Virtual Girl Nem.

While the match between the physical location and the
content of the video was clearly important to creators and
audiences, understanding the project as simply projecting a
video onto a big screen does not account for the labor that
constructing a “metaverse native” identity entails. To
understand this labor, we must examine the deployment
and construction of the “metaverse native” identity
presented to the Akihabara audience through the lyrics
and audio, clothes, gestures, and scenes. VTuber Kusaha. El
wrote the lyrics to be “easy and comfortable to sing,”
“celebrating a new ‘birthday’ in the paradise that is the
metaverse,” explains Virtual Girl Nem. Kusaha. El chose
words to create a “beautiful poem” and “take the hand of
everyone in the physical Akihabara through the video screen
and lure them into the world of the Metaverse.” The VTuber
further explains, “the song is not about self-satisfaction, but
about touching the hearts of others ... The singer is made to
look more attractive and emotional.” The song was adjusted
by Virtual Girl Nem together with Kusaha. El to invite the
listener to go on an adventure to find the “real you” that “you
have lost sight of.” In their blog post, Virtual Girl Nem
expressed finding Kusaha. El’s perspective of “an older sister
daring to invite a beginner into the swamp (numa)?,” novel
(zanshin) and perfectly suitable (pittari) for this project.

As for the audio, Kapruit explains that it was constructed
to “materialize” the identity of a “metaverse native” by
adding “many instruments in the song to represent
diversity.” He further notes that to create a catchy melody
and arrangements that would be “popular with the residents
of metaverse” and “a promotion for Metaverse Evolution
(Virtual Girl Nem’s book),” it was necessary to have an easy-
to-sing melody and use instruments that were familiar to the
ear. Kapruit explains, “I tried to differentiate the song by
arranging it like an anime song, which is a popular genre but
not often created by other metaverse musicians.”

The virtual visual appearance was also crucial for the
deployment of the “metaverse native” identity. Although not
all the “beautiful girls” of the music video were physical
women, they could appear as conventionally attractive 2D
fictional girls one would encounter plastered all over
Akihabara on the screen. To visually communicate their
identity as “natives,” Virtual Girl Nem proposed an outfit

* An otaku slang term implying being “addicted” and/or falling in love with a
specific work, anime, game, or characters, among others.
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concept: “a leafy dress reminiscent of a folk costume that
combined ‘wilderness’ (leaves, ethnic costume) and ‘futur-
istic’ (gaming, electric lights)” and had some gimmicks
(lightning, twinkling).” But not too “sexy” (ecchi), as Onoden
MX Vision could refuse the imagery. Virtual Girl Nem
explains in English: “Akihabara vision does not accept erotic
content. But the main reason why we avoided erotic elements
was because the main purpose of the MV was to convey to the
general public the existence of people living in the
metaverse. Eroticism would have distracted from the
message.” Virtual Girl Nem created a list of visual references
ranging from fairies to mecha robots to contemporary manga.
On the basis of these references, Kusaha. El created
prototypes that were tested using Virtual Girl Nem’s avatar.
The VTubers felt that the clothes and accessories had to look
“kawaii” (cute and loveable) and give off a “gaming feel”
(gémingu-kan). Nem argues that looking pretty as a bishgjo
character is important because no matter one’s physical
biological sex, looking like a virtual kawaii girl makes one
more approachable and expressive (Virtual Girl Nem 2022a:
167). The gaming feeling is further achieved through
gimmicks and visual references to metaverse-related hard-
ware as commodities that appear as necessities for the virtual
girl’s incarnation and existence in the virtual realm.

In addition to analyzing sound and visual design, I want to
briefly address the codified moves deployed by the
performers. In the making of the video,> we see Virtual
Girl Nem paying attention to their hand and leg movements;
swaying their body from left to right with their arms by their
side; positioning their legs in an X pose, typically deemed
cute within the otaku and VTuber communities; and creating
idol-like poses, such as standing on one leg with the other
knee bent up and one hand pointing to the sky. Most
movements reference “kawaii moves” (kawaii miibu), a
common term deployed by Japanese users of the social
reality platform VRChat, which was first used in reference to
two-dimensional feminine presenting characters (Murakami
2018). The term implies the kawaii movement of feminine
anime characters and methods to look cute in virtual and
digital environments. There are several rules to moving one’s
body in a kawaii manner using motion tracking technology,
such as “making big gestures with hands, waving at the
audience, lifting one leg while twisting the body, bringing
hands closer to the face, swaying the skirt side to side, and
taking the typical uchimata pose (standing with feet facing
inwards), the epitome of feminine elegance” (Bredikhina
2022). Those movements are deployed to construct the visual
image of a bishgjo, a common style of dress and expression in
Akihabara and the appearance of all the performers in the
music video.

Finally, music scenes were paramount for identity
projection in the MetaBirthday video. Virtual Girl Nem
writes, “I want a lot of impressive scenes to catch the viewer’s
eye.” Two worlds were chosen for the music video in NEOS
VR: an “ancient temple” that represented the “ruins where

SANICEDLWIEG (A5 XN —2F 4+ X4 % ~7®@] (Human Power
¥ Bishojo ¥ Transformation [Meta Birthday Making (2)]) https://youtu.be/
M2L6PROVWCE.
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the natives of metaverse live” and the “hidden grotto” world
that looked like a “rotting sea at night.” Virtual cute girls run
around in a virtual world where nature has taken over what
seems to be the ruins of a civilization. Through fashion and
technology, the group also worked on realizing and
incorporating well-known scenes in anime and manga, such
as the main heroine “transformation” (henshin) scene, where
a female protagonist transforms from her regular outfit into
a more magical one. Figure 2 shows one of those scenes:
“A bishgjo (cute, beautiful girl) character transformation
scene of your dreams that you can do within the metaverse,”
writes Virtual Girl Nem. In the video, only feminine-looking,
bishgjo characters are present, playing into the fantasy of
becoming a cute girl among otaku. According to Pouppé,
Japanese users connect to virtual worlds not to be
themselves, with their weaknesses, but to fuse with the
body of an ideal character (2009). Virtual Girl Nem tells me in
English: “the desire to become bishgjo currently only exists
among a subset of otaku, but I hypothesize that it might be a
latent desire of all humanity. Bishojo is an idolized existence
in anime and manga, she is a young and cute being. Thanks to
avatars, anyone can incarnate their soul in a bishgjo
character. As innovation accelerates and traditional values
associated with ‘becoming an adult’ are negated, being a
bishdjo could become a new form of value suitable for
humanity, where mutual immaturities are affirmed.” The
scene also had the purpose of promoting the wonders of the
metaverse. Videographer and occasional VTuber Orange
writes: “Nem’s transformation scene was also quite intricate,
with beautiful expressions of dancing leaves and gradual
costume changes. The fact that all of this was shot while
adjusting in real-time within the VR space shows the great
potential of the metaverse, does it not?”

In many scenes, we see Virtual Girl Nem appearing
alongside 10 other metaverse residents and VTubers who
acted as extras. The scene with a large group of people
happily chatting, playing, and embracing each other
“reminds me of communal living in the metaverse,” writes
Virtual Girl Nem—a crucial point given that the music
video’s goal is to convince the audience of the possibility and
desirability of joining a group of metaverse natives happily
living together. Another scene shows Virtual Girl Nem
playing taiko (traditional Japanese drums) with the rest of the
group performing a cheering routine (Fig. 3). The group
defined this performance as ota-gei (literally “otaku art”) in
the making-of video. Ota-gei are not specific to the virtual
space. Galbraith describes ota-gei as loud and wild cheering
routines performed by idol fans in Akihabara (Galbraith 2019:
152). The close relationship between VTubers and otaku
culture (Matsushita 2018), which would be familiar to the
audience of the music video, contextualizes this scene and
suggests that audience members could imagine themselves in
Virtual Girl Nem’s role, performing skillfully while being
cheered on by a friendly and appreciative audience of
metaverse natives.

To a novice unfamiliar with the metaverse, the utopia
promoted by the VTuber might seem exclusively populated
by bishojo. While Virtual Girl Nem emphasizes in their book
the diverse gender and visual representations of avatars, the
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Figure 2: [MV] X ¥ /v—2
FAIN—F X NVESL
(Music by Kapruit) [4K] [MV]
MetaBirthday/Virtual Girl Nem
(Music by  Kapruit)  [4K].]
1:13—1:23 min.
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RV F A &Yk

Figure 3: [MV] A% /v —2
FAIN—FXNVESLTNE
(Music by Kapruit) [4K] [MV]
MetaBirthday/Virtual Girl Nem
(Music by Kapruit) [4K].] 2:12min.

metaverse “natives” featured in the video are all hyper-  anime, and games. It makes sense that a group aiming to
gendered, conventionally attractive, slim, young 2D girls (Fig.  celebrate and promote the metaverse would choose the most
3) reminiscent of characters found in Akihabara or in manga,  popular appearance, which aligns with the prevalent
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aesthetic in Akihabara. Roquet notes that the Japanese side of
the metaverse is predominantly a male-dominated space,
where male users often adopt this type of feminine
characters to gain popularity, accessibility, and reach a
broader audience (2022: 154). Within this realm, sexualized
anime girl avatars dominate (Brett 2022), and idealized
feminine tropes are widely promoted (Chen and Hu 2024).
This has raised concerns among feminists about the overt
misogyny and sexualization of young girls (Senda 2018; Ito
2021). However, these discussions are beyond the scope of
this article.

Exploring metaverse identities as self-fulfilment

“MetaBirthday” and the book Metaverse Evolution claim that
parallel virtual lives are essential for us as human beings, as
they allow us to explore and express modes of identification
and performarnce that are not available to us in the physical
world, such as performing in a cute female body when one’s
physical body is gendered male, for example. While the
metaverse’s implications for humanity are debatable, the
impact of the human experiences behind such virtual lives
should not be underestimated. The MetaBirthday group
project is a very particular example of a group creative effort
in that it occurred online between individuals who avoid
disclosing their physical world identities. Given that
anonymity does not hinder communication (Nozawa 2012)
and that without those virtual “parallel lives” people cannot
fully explore themselves (Virtual Girl Nem 2019), we have to
ask ourselves what the individuals within the group had to
gain from this collaboration on both personal, creative, and
potentially economic levels. Given that collaborative creative
practices can increase participants’ sense of well-being by
informing their sense of identity and place within a
community (Karpati et al. 2017), we must explore the
personal agenda, motivations, and unexpected outcomes of
the MetaBirthday project to provide a more humanizing
account of the virtual project.

While some group members were motivated by the
creative possibilities, conducting discourse analysis on
material collected in interviews with the key contributors
to the project allowed us to explore their latent individual
motivations. VTuber Kusaha. El told me that, “I participated
hoping that many people would sing the song with lyrics that
carried my feelings.” This suggests that the primary goal for
some members of the creative group was to convey private
feelings to a wider audience in the hope of receiving some
kind of recognition, perhaps in the form of audience
participation such as singing and dancing along with the
video. For Kapruit, the motivation for participation was
closer to professional self-improvement: “I listened to the
feedback I received after the release of the demo version and
created music that would be ‘popular with metaverse
residents.” Specifically, I changed the melody to one that is
easy to sing, used instruments familiar to the ear, and so on.”
The collaborative project, therefore, allowed Kapruit to test
ideas on a receptive audience and improve his skill in
creating music that increases audience participation by using
their feedback. As for Virtual Girl Nem, their goal was to
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spread awareness of the existence of metaverse natives and
“human evolution” in the metaverse through music. We can
perhaps understand this goal as close to recruitment or
proselytizing, as a successful result would be an increased
number of people joining the metaverse, and therefore an
increased audience for Virtual Girl Nem’s performances and
projects in that world. As for common goals across the
membership of the group, the members believe they left a
mark on history. Virtual Girl Nem argues that they achieved
“communicating the existence of ‘metaverse natives’ and the
possibility of ‘new human evolution’ to the world of physical
reality through the power of music.” Similarly, the outfit
designer and lyricist claims that “MetaBirthday” “has had a
huge impact on the world of the ‘Metaverse’ and will become
a page in its history.”

Whether these claims are true or not is beyond the scope
of this article and would necessitate extended audience and
reception study to verify. Instead, through analysis of the
MetaBirthday video itself and material collected in inter-
views with the main creators, we can better understand what
a project with such a supposedly “huge impact” could achieve
regarding social and commercial mobility, knowledge
building, and personal satisfaction. Kapruit explains that
thanks to “MetaBirthday,” he had new encounters with
people active in VRChat, Cluster, and other platforms, and
became more popular in the virtual community, to the extent
that he is now approached by other users seeking musical
collaborations. Kusaha. El notes that, “The fact that I was then
shown on a large monitor in Akihabara for a month, albeit
briefly, was also a valuable experience that I might not have
had if I had not participated in the project ... Perhaps the
trophy of “Grand Prix Winner” will be my future achieve-
ment as a lyricist.” For Virtual Girl Nem, it was fulfilling to see
people “try virtual reality in the store with which I
collaborated.” The popularity of the video also produced
professional successes for Nem, resulting in Shosen Book
Tower promoting Virtual Girl Nem’s book and the Tsukomo
PC main store in Akihabra holding a “MetaBirthday
experience event,” during which Virtual Girl Nem could
once again promote their newly released book.

Coming together as a group also enabled the project
participants to challenge themselves. Orange writes, “I
thought this project would be a good opportunity to try
out a new tool, so I decided to cooperate.” He created many
new features as a result: “I had been working on Sky Camera
and Delicious Camera before, but thanks to this project, I was
able to add new features and improve the usability.” Virtual
Girl Nem fan Kapruit sent them a demo with the hopes of
“providing content as a common language to the VR
community.” There were also more demanding tasks that
certain group members felt challenged their creative skills.
For example, Kusaha. El writes, “I listened to the soundtrack
many times, playing it in my head and waiting for inspiration
in my daily routine. That was challenging but also a lot
of fun.”

Participants could access assistance and find support
within the group, for instance, when Kusaha. El proposed
serving as the fashion designer after hearing that Virtual
Girl Nem was having difficulties finding one. Kusaha. El told
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me, “I do not think that I acted to bring something to the
project, but rather I helped people when they were in
trouble and asked for help when I thought I could be of
assistance.” When extras for the video were needed,
videographer Orange “asked a team called ‘Neos Dressing
Up Force’ (Neos kitsuke fosu) to help us with the costumes for
the extras.” Virtual Girl Nem found it heartwarming to see
“so many people help me to achieve this, including
metaverse residents, some stores in real Akihabara, etc.”
As a result of the popularity of the “MetaBirthday,” a
“MetaBirthday Party” (Metabasudei pati) was held in the
metaverse cluster with the help of Virtual Girl Nem’s
VTuber and metaverse resident friends. The event attracted
a total of 714 visitors that digitally came to see the live
show. Coming together as a group fostered ideas and
motivated the participants to try new techniques while
finding emotional support, asserting and further establish-
ing one’s fame, and benefiting from potential future
economic gains within and beyond the “MetaBirthday”
project.

Conclusion: beyond the promised utopia

Through the technology of individualization that is virtual
reality (Roquet 2022), MetaBirthday proposes a discourse that
legitimizes the existence of individuals living in virtual
communities who have achieved their ideal selves. The message
of the video could have only been optimistic because Nem, as a
VTuber, identifies as a “metaverse culture evangelist,” and the
video was designed to promote this creative culture.

Firstly, the music video strategically positioned itself as an
essential mode for the metaverse community to assert its
presence. Its release timing was well-planned, coinciding
with the growing popularity of virtual reality programs on
Japanese TV and the release of relevant books. Riding the
wave of the metaverse’s increasing recognition as a hot topic
in national media, the video capitalized on this trend.
Secondly, the project had to meet both the consumer
demands of those who financially supported the crowdfund-
ing and the expectations of the metaverse community to
avoid backlash upon completion. The video portrayed
communal scenes, conventionally attractive and cute
anime-like girls doing magical girl transformations, and a
cheerful crowd, creating a utopian atmosphere while side-
stepping negativity or criticism to effectively persuade the
audience to embrace the metaverse. Finally, the project
served artistic and philanthropic interests while doubling as
a commercial platform to boost Nem’s book dissemination.

Investigating MetaBirthday demonstrated that relational
creativity, one that might appear seemingly free and
spontaneous, can intersect with artistic endeavors and
commercial and consumer demands that result in a
promotion of a positivist, optimistic evangelist call that
was meticulously crafted for the public that was sensible to
the promise.
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