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Record of ‘MOT Collection’ Related Symposium:

‘Re-investigating the History of Japanese Contemporary Art - Chronicle/Anachronicle’

Introduction

This symposium was held on April 10,2010 as part of the
program related to the 3" and 4" sections of the 2010 ‘MOT Col-
lection’.

The exhibition consisted of three themes: ‘Special
feature | OKAZAKI Kenjiro’ (fig. 1,2), “American Painting” 1950s,
1960s’ (both curated by YABUMAE Tomoko) and ‘Chronicle
1945, 1951, 1957— A Revision of Postwar Japanese Art’ (curator
FUJII Aki). (3" section: Oct. 31,2009 — Jan. 24, 2010. 4™ section:
Jan.26—Apr.11,2010).

The object of this record is to describe the circumstances
of this project and to set down the purpose of holding a sympo-
sium based on the exhibition.

Concerning the Collection and Permanent Exhibition

As is written in detail in the annual report, the MOT’s col-
lection, which was begun with the opening of the Museum in
March 1995, has reached a total of approximately 4,000 works.
Of these, approximately 3,000 were inherited from the Tokyo
Metropolitan Art Museum, the roots of which can be traced
back to the Tokyo Metropolitan Art Gallery that was established
in 1926,so0 even though it has only a short history as a contem-
porary art museum, its collection was accumulated over a long
period. Moreover, the Tokyo Metropolitan Art Museum served
as the venue for exhibitions by numerous art groups or special
exhibitions, so it can be said to have acted as a central stage
upon which various trends in Japanese art were presented and
the place from which various aspects of contemporary art were
disseminated. The MOT'’s collection reflects the history of this
museum,and it can be said to incorporate various problems in-
herent in contemporary art.' The numbers of works on display
increase as time passes and we consider the fact that we are
able to keep the collection on permanent display to be one of
the characteristics of the museum.

This exhibition focused on American painting from the
1950s to 1960s and trends in Japanese art in 1945, 1951 and
1957. Although composed in line with the existing framework
for permanent exhibitions, it was OKAZAKI Kenjiro who caused
us to create organic links between the themes, clarified the
problems and offered various ideas. Using methods that are
not confined by overviews of history or historical concepts, or
through his works that question the unique time inherent in art,
OKAZAKI's works and discourse allow us to see the relation-
ships that exist between the crossing time axes that have been
cut and reversed, confronting us afresh with the problem of
how to pass the history of contemporary art. If we look back
over the history of this museum, we see that the Tokyo Metro-
politan Art Museum and MOT have held numerous exhibitions
tracing the trends that have occurred, particularly in postwar
Japanese art. Of special importance was the ‘Gendai Bijutsu no
Doko/Trends of Japanese Art’ series of exhibitions that was held
at the Tokyo Metropolitan Art Museum during 1980s and which
focused on Japanese postwar art in ten-year sections, historiciz-
ing and demonstrating the diffusion of avant-garde during this
period.” Using these as a base, MOT held a series of exhibitions
under the title,'Permanent Collection: 50 years of contemporary
art’ during the first ten years of its activities. The object of this

was present an introduction to characteristics of the various art
trends that took place from the end of the war until the 1980s,
one decade at a time. The ‘Chronicle’ permanent exhibition
continues this theme. However,due to the significance of divid-
ing the works into ten-year sections having been called to ques-
tion, as well as the fear of using works as examples to explain
particular aspects of art history;in this exhibition it was decided
to take a careful look once more at the individual works. The
reason why we chose to use the period from the 1940s to 1950s
for the first exhibition is that it was during this period that the
concept of ‘Contemporary Art’ can be said to have been creat-
ed. After the war, established artists recommenced their ca-
reers, new artists appeared, new galleries where they could ex-
hibit their work flourished, art critique and art journalism be-
came popular, the system of sponsorship of exhibitions by
newspapers was established, the international situation allowed
contemporary European and American art to enter Japan and
the new museums were opened, creating the foundations of
Japanese art today. However, this situation has since undergone
numerous changes and transformations. In the same way that
the works have changed in character,so too have the museums,
in their role as containers, been transformed and shaken. In re-
cent years, numerous art events have been sponsored by vari-
ous organizations, NPOs and local authorities. In this situation,
the significance of museums has been called into question but
surely it is to build collections, exhibit these on a permanent
basis and by so doing present a continuous discourse on art
history. To this end, one method is to go back in time and take
fresh look at the origins of Japanese Contemporary Art, and in
order to explore the trends in art from 1945 to the 1960s, we
chose to focus on three years: 1945,1951 and 1957. In the 1945
section we looked at the quest for reality that was apparent in
the works produced immediately following the end of the war;
for 1951 we looked at the new vision that was proposed by the
emerging artists who were active at the Takemiya Gallery and
in the Jikken Kobo (Experimental Workshop); finally, in the
1957 section we closed in on works that side with the interna-
tional trend initiated by the Art Informel movement. This
‘Chronicle’ exhibition had the subtitle, A Revision of Postwar
Japanese Art’, but when did the postwar period finish? How
relevant is the concept of ‘avant-garde’? We wish to continue
this project as a series, not merely shedding light on the narra-
tives and historical views proposed by this and other museums,
but also searching for methods that do more than merely trace
these.

Regarding the Symposium

The meaning of the term ‘Contemporary Art’ varies accord-
ing to the period or context within which it is used. When the
Sato Memorial Gallery was established inside the Tokyo Metro-
politan Art Museum in 1953 to exhibit the permanent collec-
tion, the term ‘contemporary art’ was used. In this case it was
used in the context of ‘art from the current period’. Later after
the Tokyo Metropolitan Art Museum had been active, collecting
and exhibiting art for many years, MOT held an exhibition enti-
tled, ‘Permanent Collection: 50 years of contemporary art’. His-
torically speaking, the Japanese art that we had dealt with in
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this permanent exhibition, belonged mainly to the avant-garde
movement from 1945 to the 1980s. However, the contemporary
art shown at MOT today can only be described as reflecting the
current situation that slips between fixed genres or definitions.
With the words, ‘Contemporary Art’ in its name, the way in
which MOT presents narratives on contemporary art in a histor-
ical context, remains our main mission and challenge as we
move into the future. In order to reconsider the narratives that
the Tokyo Metropolitan Art Museumn and MOT has attempted to
historicize until now, and to search for a way in which these
narratives can be linked to the present, we decided to hold this
symposium as a venue to welcome broader critics.

The panel for this symposium consisted of OKAZAKI Ken-
jiro, (artist, critic), who provided valuable advice, including the
symposium’s title ‘Chronicle/Anachronicle’; HAYASHI Michio
(art historian, critic), who is well-versed in Western art trends;
and MITSUDA Yuri (art critic), who specializes in postwar art
history and photographic history. The moderator was FUJII Aki.

OKAZAKI gave a lecture on the subject, ‘Historicism as
Populism or Pop as a Method of Escape’. He began by stating
that art history should look upon art works as reflecting the
changing relationships/circumstances of the society, and that it
is impossible to escape from the question of how they should
be positioned within the political or secular framework. In this
exhibition, he saw this aspect of art history in public art, that
represents the approval of the masses and that has been domi-
nant since the 1930s, stating that within this framework the sig-
nificance of the expression is determined by the positioning of
the subject, that is to say, who made the work for whom. How-
ever, he points out that there is an organized method and devel-
opment by which freedom may be acquired, a viewpoint that
breaks away from this secular, reflective structure. A hint of this
is to be found in the method of using asymmetrical fission to
create numerous viewpoints, thereby creating an asymmetrical
structure in the work that was used by the artists who were ac-
tive during the 1930s. He illustrated that this method was car-
ried on by American Pop Art of the 1960s and continued by
Japanese postwar art. The discovery of this connection be-
tween Pop Art and the surrealistic reportage works that marked
the starting point of Japanese postwar art, provide us with a
hint of a multiplicity of viewpoints and different times/places
that exist in the anachronical relationship, highlighting the
problem of narrating a chronological history (chronicle) from
a single viewpoint.

HAYASHI delivered a lecture entitled, “Hostages” as Allego-
ry: A Talk on the Art Informel Movement and “Gutai”, in which
he considered and compared the ‘Hostages’ series of work by
Jean Fautrier, who is recognized as a pioneer of the Art Inform-
el movement, with the works of TANAKA Atsuko, a member of
the Gutai group. Focusing on the character of the work of both
these artists, that has become obscured by the historical con-
cepts of Art Informel or Gutai, he highlighted the problem in-
herent in historical accounts. He stressed the need of cutting
the traditional textbook links, such as ‘Fautrier=Art Informel=
Tapié’ or TANAKA=Gutai’ and redefining the course of history.
He stated that resistability of the amalgam consisting of the
work, its environment, the concreteness of the statements of the
audience in the past,and of one’s own experience are impor
tant.

MITSUDA gave a talk entitled, Trauma and Salvation — The
Mission of Postwar Art’, highlighting the problems inherent in
the works within the structure of the ‘Chronicle’ exhibition.
First, she pointed out that when the works in the ‘1945’ section
were produced, art had a mission to overcome the trauma of
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defeat in war and starting afresh from zero. Next, in the ‘1951’
section, that featured the Takemiya gallery and the work of the
Jikken Kobo, she focused on the activities of the newcomers
who formed the avant-garde movement that had started during
the period of occupation and its relationship with the occupy-
ing forces/American culture. She also proposed the ‘1955 Art
System’ hypothesis. That is to say, the appearance of the anti-art
world movement, that was represented by the Independent Art
Exhibitions and small galleries that provided liberated exhibi-
tion space separate from the prewarstyle art world, the new
critics who followed them and the general backup they re-
ceived from journalists, resulting in a historical changeover
from the conventional art world to ‘contemporary art’. Regard-
ing the activities of the Gutai, that are featured in the final ‘1957’
section, in addition to defining it as an experimental criticism
of representationalism, she also finds a similarity between it
and the Jikken Kobo, pointing out that looked at from their re-
action to the single point of realism they create an isosceles tri-
angle.

It was extremely informative to have three people of differ-
ent backgrounds to comment on our permanent exhibition,
creating a standard for future comment, and it spurred us to re-
think the museum’s role in narrating the ‘history of contempo-
rary art’.

The following is based on the record of the lectures and
discussions held during the symposium. (FUJIT Aki)

1. For further information on the Tokyo Metropolitan Art Gallery (Museum), please
refer to the catalogue for the exhibition entitled Tokyo-fu Bijutsukan no jidai,
1926-1970/Age of “Tokyo Metropolitan Art Gallery”, 1926-1970,Museum of Con-
temporary Art, Tokyo, 2005.

2. These exhibitions at the Tokyo Metropolitan Art Museum were as follows:
Gendai Bijutsu no Doko I: 1950-nendai — Sono Ankoku to Kobo/Trends of Japa-
nese Art in the 1950s,1981
Gendai Bijutsu no Doko 1I: 1960-nendai — Tayoka eno Shuppatsu/Trends of Japa-
nese Art in the 1960s,1983
Gendai Bijutsu no Doko llI: 1970-nen iko no Bijutsu — Sono Kokusaisei to Dokuji
sei/Trends of Japanese Art 1970~1984,1984
40 Years of Japanese Contemporary Art, 1985
Those at the Museum of Contemporary Art Tokyo were:

1964: A Turning Point in Japanese Art, 1996

Japanese Art in the 20th Century, 2000

Remaking Modernism in Japan 1900-2000, 2004

Age of “Tokyo Metropolitan Art Gallery”1926-1970, 2005

fig 1.2. View of the gallery holding the ‘Special Feature | OKAZAKI Kenjiro’ (photo-
graph: KIOKU Keizo), 2010
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