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MONO-HA AND POST-MONO-HA DEVELOPMENTS:
An On-The-Scene Commentary
Yoshiaki Tono

“Before doing Borofsky, the Tokyo Metropolitan should have done well
to do a Kishio Suga exhibition.”

These incisive words blurted out by a Tama Art University seminar
student slice clear through the Japanese art world. Not the typical pseudo-
nationalistic criticism of Japan’s museums for picking up on the latest
trends from overseas while neglecting their native sons, they speak of
recognizing Japanese contemporary art as having its own palpable reality,
a real history that bears discussion. And indeed, the expectations to which
such utterances attest are the height of reason. So to jump to conclusions,
we planned the present exhibition, Mono-ha and Post-Mono-ha Develop-
ments: Japanese Art Since 1969, as a modest attempt toward satisfying
these most natural expectations.

It all started with the preparations for Tama Art University’s 50th Anni-
versary cultural events. For some reason, we were all taken aback when
the idea was first broached. Perhaps because we were involved at the time
with setting up the new Art Science Curriculum, a bold initiative based on
the proposition that the leading roles in the culture of the arts fall not only
to the actual “do-er” artists, but also to the “receiving” public and “send-
off” producers. In any case, as heads of this curriculum Professor Toshiaki
Minemura and I had been wanting to do something, but nothing so PR-like
as a direct tie-up with the University. Ultimately we decided to plan some-
thing that would generally upgrade the University image through an on-
going process of raising issues. That's when we took on the project.
Another impetus may have come with the talk of plans for Tokyo National
University of Fine Art’s Centenary. For better or worse, Tokyo Fine Art had
long been the heart of Japanese academism, so that centennial plans to
highlight the school’s history would surely amount to taking role down the
line of the orthodox tradition in Japanese art. All the better for Tama Art to
focus on what was happening here and now in contemporary art.

Receiving a vote of confidence and go-ahead from Seibu Chief Execu-
tive, Seiji Tsutsumi, and Museum Director, Ken'ichi Kinokuni, we decided
on the Seibu Museum for the exhibition, opting for a highly unprecedently
co-sponsorship between the Museum and the University. No longer a
mere commemorative function within a private university, we were now
standing on broader ground looking at a public event.

That much settled, just what contemporary Japanese art were we to
show? The idea of doing up “contemporary art” (gendai bijutsu) seemed
somehow untenable. The very term, for all its currency, was nothing if not
suspect, loosely applied and awkward. Still, “modemn art” (kindai bijutsu)
had a totally different ring—especially from the late Shuzo Takiguchi's
famous book's title,—conjuring up images of pre-World War II twentieth
century art. After the war, the blanket tendancy in Japan was to call the
work of any non-academic artists with something of an avant garde
leaning “contemporary art.” (No doubt someone will counter that the
Nitten Group is “contemporary art” inasmuch as the artists are living and
working right now). But as Humpty-Dumpty might console Alice in Wonder-
land, it’s about time we took a break from “meaning.” So we settled on
including at least the words “Japanese Art” in the exhibition title.

The problem with “contemporary art” exhibitions in Japan is that there
are just complaint is the haphazardness of it all. The promoters’ thinking is
laid out as bluntluy as a second-rate surgeon tampering with a corpse;
either that or the whole works are irresponsibly left up to the exhibiting
solo artist. The “pros” flatter themselves that any passable theme can be
applied to their favored artists, because it is taken for granted that the
viewing public comes to see good art, not a careful thematic selection. That
is, the promoters are one-in-the-same with the presentation, their own
personality resonating hard and fast through all the works in lieu of any
truly selective vision. Then they gloss over the whole mess with the label
“contemporary art” to obfuscate the issues. We, instead. have taken pains
with selecting works rather than artists.

During the preparations for this exhibition, the Japon des Avant Gardes:
1910-1970 exhibition was held at the Centre Pompidou in Paris. Here is not

the place to go into that show at length, yet I should report that the ge
dissatifaction with section on Arts Plastiques, which mounted a a
overview from pre-war movements— Mavo et al. —through to the Moms
ha, was that is stopped short at 1970. The entire perspective was in the pas8
tense. Why was there no on-going view in the present perfecttense? 2
happy coincidence. the present exhibition of Japanese Art Since 1965 &
that gap in the Pompidou show. And not merely as tiemline supplement:
are assuming a critical stance toward the Pompidou presentation itself.
draw upon a newspaper article I recently happened to write on &
Pompidou show:

Among the several foreign critiques [of the Japon des Avant Gardes
exhibition] I've had opportunity to read. I was particularly struck by &=
criticisms leveled by Paris art press editor Catherine Millet. (Bijuss
Techo, April 1987). Therein she speaks of nihilism, a fetishisse
attachment toward bodily organs and materials, and thorough immes
sion in raw violence, saying “We people in the West look on Japaness
radicalism as an irredeemable position™...

Millet's pronouncement on the “irredeemable position” of the pess
war art scene rings with truly profound irony. Her view is of hell-best
kamikaze fighters, a history of repeated negation and destruction, &
suicide-bombing follows suicide-bombing. Nowhere is this balances
against a sense of the slow ponderous swaying of a massive ship. &
other words, we are said to lack any historical dialectic...

Millet’s observations only serve to provoke us to reassert the “special
status” of our contemporary art.

To put it in own my terms of late, Japan’s post-war art is without 22
real substance to bring forth works from works. Take Ryuzabuss
Umehara’s works, did they lead to any later representational works et
took them on and surpassed them? Had the works of Taro Okamoio =
Yoshishige Saito or the Gutai group never existed, would there haws
been any body of work that just wouldn’t have happened? That is &
question.

Without the labors of coming in contact with works themselves of 5
previous period (or of other countries or ancient times), withos
working one's way through them, and ultimately creating one'’s ows
works, changing circumstances would bring negation or conspirss
silence toward what came before. Like it or not artists would have &
start from zero each and every time. All such stimulae and energes
have come exclusively from the latest contemporaneous directions
overseas. However much we would dress it up in the barren illusions &
cosmopolitanism, our post-war art threads no dialectical time-line; £ &
all a piecemeal succession, this circle and that.

When we consider that were it not for Pollock’s canvases thes
wouldn’t have been any works by Johns, has not our contemporary &
missed out on any similarly validating, substantial reality as its cent==l
axis? This seems to be why Millet spoke of “Japanese radicalis=™
continually suicide-bombing into an “irredeemable position”...(Ass%
Shimbun, April 21, 1987 )

I wenton to suggest that the special status of Japanese art might actuals
relate to Japanese art education, which increasingly emphasizes making
art from primary school on, but does nothing to show or have students looé
at others’ work, in spite of the extreme importance of building up one’s ows
mental store of art works born of humanitie’s myriad ways of looking at e
world. I concluded by saying that “Very probably it is their shortness =
visual memory, or rather an outright ignorance on the part of Japan's avass
garde that has spelled their meaninglessly negative or destructive stance™
These issues are of primary concern to me, associated as | am with ana=
university, the top of the ladder in art education in Japan, but for now k=
me leave it at that.

Frankly speaking. this Mono-ha and Post-Mono-ha Developments exis
bition represents the very first attempt to retrace steps in post-war Jape
nese art so as shown how one body of work led to another, a histomcal
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survey of how art breeds art. A quiet, but sure startin the right direction.

This is what I meant earlier when I wrote that the present exhibiton was
not merely an attempt to chronologically supplement the grouping of
Morno-ha pieces just barely squeezed in under the 1970 cut-off date of the
Pompidou’s Japon des Avani Gardes. 1t has been our aim, then, to take
on the critical assessment of Japanese movements corresponding 1o
(patterned after?) European avant garde art, which the French side could
only see as isolated circles. In this sense, the Mono-ha surely marks among
first stirrings of an internalized historical dialect in the post-war art that
Catherine Millet so aptly called a succession of suicide-bombings rushing
headlong into an “irredeemable position.” The present exhibition seeks to
confirm the Mono-ha’s position in Japanese Art Since 1969.

In the words of one of my favorite artists, Jasper Johns, “The best criti-
cism of a work of art is another work of art.” This approach transcends the
critic’s self-righteous categories, the historian’s chronological imperatives,
or even the artist’s own preferences for one school over another. Setout all
to see and experience, the mutual conflict or overlapping or fusion or
estrangement between this and that work of art should lead to the amplifi-
cation, convergence and hopefully a consolidation of the viewing public's
own powers of perception. Thus, our selections and display of works in the
present exhibition are intended not only to shed light on certain facts and
historical proofs, but also to invite comparisons and reverberations
hetween pieces. )

Some difficulties arise because of the very name Mono-ha (School of
thingness), which in recent years has gained international currency along
with that of the Gutai group. Attempts to translate it have often proved
embarrassingly misleading. The “Ecole de l'object” that appeared in the
voluminous Pompidou catalogue tends to suggest collectible art objects or
even the mass-produced “readymades” of the Dada and Surrealist move-
ments. which if anything are the diametric opposite of mono in the Mono-
ha conception of the word.

Last September through October when the Kamakura Gallery in
Tokyo held three successive Mono-ha exhibitions, the catalogue text
began with Toshiaki Minemura’s definition that:

The word MONO-HA, whose literal meaning is ‘school of things’,
designates a group of artists in Japan who were active both before and
after the year 1970, and who attempted to bring out some artistic lan-
guage from “things” as they stood, bare and undisguised, by letting
them appear on the stage of artistic expression, no longer as mere
materials, but allowing them a leading part.

Obviously an aesthetic language informed by the “essential being and
properties of things” must refer to the natural states that things arouse, not
the objectified things thermselves. Not literally choses or “things.” much
less the Kantian Ding an sich; the focus is really upon the choseté or “thing-
ness” of things.

Another point, whereas the same Kamakura Gallery text cites three
Proto-Mono-ha groups—Lee U-Fan and the Tama Art University group, the
Tokyo National University of Fine Art group, and the Nihon University
group—the present exhibition does not include works by Koji Ekura,
Noboru Takayama, Noriyuki Haraguchi or other members of the latter two
groups. Not because of any particular favoritism toward the former, but
rather due exclusively to space limitations. Which is to say that given the
fairly substantial coverage given to the Proto-Mono-ha at the Pompidou
and Kamakura Gallery, we have opted for more of a close-up on the Post-
Mono-ha, from the late Nobuo Yamanaka to Mika Yoshizawa, while limiting
the proto-Mono-ha section of the exhibition to six artists—Sekine, Yoshida.
Lee, Narita, Suga and Koshimizu.

Furthermore, although the Japanese Art Since 1969 title holds with
regard to oldest work in the exhibition (or rather its re-production), any re-
counting of the historical facts must proceed from the recognition that the
initial impetus for the Tama University group came in October 1968 with
Nobuo Sekine’s commemorative marker-like Phase—Earth [Is6—Daichi].

a cylindrical pit dug in Kobe’s Surmna Detached Palace Park and juxtaposed
with a same shape and volume column of earth.

Finally, the “post” of the Post-Mono-ha is used here in the “post-
modern”—not late-modern—nuance of connection in discontinuity. We
are looking at a history of how works led to other works, how one art
branched out into other art. Needless to say, certain of the Proto-Mono-ha
artists’ steps own travel the whole distance. For more detail, I refer you to
the text of Toshiaki Minemura, who has been involved with these directions
since he first collaborated with curator Yusuke Nakahara on the 1970
Tokyo Biennale Man and Matter [ Busshitsu to Ningen] exhibition.

It is hoped that the present exhibition will provide both scholarship and
an accessible immediacy. And moreover, after having prepared the exhibi-
tion concerning the School of Thingness, what interests me as the subject
which would symbolize the art-scene after Post-Mono-ha, it would be titled
“From Thing-ing to Singing™.

(Professor at Tama Art University, Art critic)
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