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My concept and its Result of the
Exhibition “Art and Human Rights”
Appending one Retort
ICHIRO HARIU

I was the curator of the special exhibition “Art and Human
Right” in the third Kwangju Biennale of South Korea from
the end of March to 7th of June 2000. I understood the inside
situation of this Biennale since my participatng in the

" curator’s meeting in August 1999, that the artistic director Oh

Kang - su and the other modernist stuffs nominated rather
me, a foreign critic as the curator to treat the people's art
movement in Korea together with similar trends in the world,
which was already unneglectable since the Military

R

supression against people’s riot for the democratization with
a lot of victims here in Kwangju before twenty years.
However | devoted myself to arrange 35 most excellent
artists for this special section.

Among the artists whom [ sent the inviting letters, Marina
Abramovitch originaly from Yugoslavia gave me no answer,
and Cai Guoguiang, Chinese residing in USA declined my
proposal because of his hard schedule. Hans Haacke, German
residing in New York answered me, if he participate in this
Biennale, he would like to create ncw works dealing with
Korean art sponsoring enterprises. Therefore I sent him some
referent materials and introduces him an Korean advisor
residing in USA by the help of my Korean friend, but it was a
pity for me that at last he declined it because of no more time.
Anselm Kiefer, German residing in France agreed 10
participate in this Biennale, but also he said he has no time to
produce his new works because we recognized the packing
and transporting fees of one of Kiefer’s representative work,
about which we got already the permission to borrow from
the Toyota City Museum, will be over more than the total
budgets for packing and transportaton of all exhibiting works
assigned by the Biennale to Japanese office, we had to
borrow Kiefer's another works from a gallery in Seoul. 1 was
sorry that some other artists’ works, Dadang Christanto from
Indonesia, Brenda Fajards (rom Philippine and Jose Angel
Toirac from Cuba, were not the best one caused on their
various personal reasons.

However, I believed still that this special exhibition was the
best section in the third Kwangju Biennale. Therefore, [ was
not satisfied with most of mass medias reflections in Japan,
for instance “Sunday Museum” program of NHK and Asahi
Newspaper kept away to the political message of this
section,and concenteated to the Asian section planned by
another Japanese critic Arata Tani, appending at last that
there is the special exhibition "Art and Human Rights" too
by the plan Ichiro Hariu, or it is also centering around Asian
Artists. I thank Shigeo Chiba among them to review this
Biennale in lwo newspapers, and most minutely in the
catalogue of the exhibition “Invisible Border” which is just
the journey exhibition of Asian section of the third Kwangju
Biennale in Niigata Asian Cultural Festival {June/July) and
Utsunomiya City Museum (Sept. /Oct.), but I would like
refute something against him to evoke a polemic between art
critics. I will quote the main part of his arguments.



“The selection of the artists reflects clearly Hanu's
point of view attaching importance to messages {themes)
as artistic expression. But my point of view is different,
because [ think the directness of message doesn’t guarantee
“the expression”. Fundamentaly the works depending on the
“message” and its “directness” will become wholly
devoted to the “message” or wander midway between
“message” and "expression” ... {but} the works of Shin
Hakchul, Yukinori Yanagi, Chen Chielyin, FX Harusono,
l.ing Fei, Anselm Kicfer and Reinhardt Sobye were excellent.
because they suggest their positions of expresser, one step
backward from the directness." .

1 must say that the last criterium of my selection is also not
clse than quality of the expression like artistic oblate
(eatable paper for medicine), on the point of one step
backward from the directness of their message like Chiba has
written. During artist seeks suitable expression for his proper
theme, message will come to existence at the same time an
expression will be realized. So the dualism or two grades
theory of the message and expression as Chiba is always very
conventional view. I have written in the preface of the
catalogue of the Biennale, that although the “autonomy of arnt”
should obtained through artist’s struggle to take up all
problems (themes) of politics, economy, society and culture
by the method of art proper against any censorship and social
taboo, most of Japanese artists since 1970s substantized it as
a limited sphere, and furthermore fell into “searching their
own identity” discarding any relationship with the others,as
that result they have lost all social themes until an exceptional
degree in the world. Therefore 1 don't think at all like Chiba
that Japanese arts have mostly higher quality of expression
among Asian arts.

Chiba's true opinion may have becn rather that works of
“Art and Human Rights” look him too old in style. But since
1 have writien in the catalogue that artists for human rights
need deep attachment to survey it during a long time, |
proposed to observe the exhibited works from beyond the
modernist's “new or old style" point of view, I agree to
Chiba's argument (hat this special exhibition commemorating
the twentieth anniversary of Kwangju. But I will only report
the process that Korean exhibited artists hesitated at first,
answering I am glad 1o be selected by Hariu, but can not
participate in the Biennale administrated by those people”,
and 1 needed three months to persuade them, until they all

agree with me in a dinner party at Seoul. Therefore. | agree
completely with Chiba’s proposal, that how the next
Kwangju Biennale will be orienticred as a different character
than western types of international artfairs, should be
discussed consequently in South Korea.
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Action and Spirit of Critique
-Reflection on Withdrawal of YU-ICHI
Works from
Homage to Tenrai HIDAI Exhibition-

Masaomi Unagami

1 YU-ICHI
One ant critic recently said to me : “People have started
talking about YU-ICHI (1916-1985) because the National
Museum of Modern Art, Kyoto, sponsored a huge
retrospective exhibition four years after his death.”He and
another art critic published a book on postwar art history little
while ago. It was a collection of their articles written at
different times since the 1950's. In this book, however, there
is no reference to YU-ICHI. That is why he made such a
comment.

I have a different view. Shuzo TAKIGUCHI published
@ book at the end of the 1950’s and featured articles about
YU-ICHI. When" 50 ANS D'ART MODERNE” was
exhibited, he actually visited the place and appreciated the
works at the site 1o report on the difference of impressions he
had from the Japanese exhibits and those of the other
countries.

“50 ANS D'ART MODERNE" was the first Memorial
Exhibition of the International Exposition held in Brussels
since the end of WWII. It gathered 350 representative works
of all the schools including Claude MONET, Paul Ct
ANNE, Van GOGH, WOLS, Sam FRANCIS, and
RIOPELLE. From Japan, there were Tessai TOMIOKA,
Ryuzaburo UMEHARA, Yukei TESHIMA, and YU-ICHI.

The works of TOMIOKA and UMEHARA seemed not
to quite fit with the rest of the works of western artists
exhibited on the same wall. The works of TESHIMA and
YU-ICHI were with those of Franz KLINE and others, and
they looked as though they all belonged to the same olc.

We can tell from TAKIGUCHI's report that modem
Japanese paintings reached a stage of abstract expressionism.
They finally caught up with modem western paintings and
gave us the impression that they were of the same éole.

However, the report must be critically examined, because
there is no way that the surrealistic, dynamic abstract art and
modem Japanese calligraphy can be compared on the same
basis of avantgarde art. At that time, there was no one to
study this issue.

For one thing, the Japanese art circles that studied
westemn esthetics were cautious about their Japanese-looking
works being considered part of Japonism, which is an
exoticism. They did not think their works were objectively
evaluated by a universal standard. Instead, they felt the artists
of their country were being looked down on, due to a lack of
insight for contemporary internationalism, despite the coming
age of rapid information exchange.

“People didn’t just start talking about YU-ICHI all of a
sudden these days.”

Immediately after the action painting performance in
New York, YU-ICHI was focused on both domestically and
intemnationally. Japanese “avantgarde calligraphy” caught the
public autention and the most popular magazine at that time
featured his gravure pictwres. YU-ICHI got rid of-traditional
brush, ink, and paper. which all authentic Japanese
calligraphers never fail to use. Then, he cut "Héki" grass by
himself to make his own brush, which he simmered into
black ename! and smashed it onto Kent paper to do his
calligraphic work. He then stated his manifesto:

We must write how we want and what we want - no holds
barred! Smear enamel on the faces of the old masters!
Unmask pitilessly the hypocrisy and

duplicity that lurks in every comer of this tight little country!
Iam

strangled by money! That won't stop me doing what 1 want.
No compromise

whatever they say! ] will write the way I want and I will write
what 1 want

- even if it puts an end to the whole concept of the creative
process!

2 The Starting Point of YU-ICHI Works
It was ten years after the end of the war when he declared his
manifesto. The work was intended to show all his anger
towards the conservative trend of the political parties that had
begun to shift back to the pre-war social system, Calligraphy

9

until then had served either as a deliverer of the system of the
time, or as a pleasure for those secluded from a social life to
enjoy. YU-ICHI was dissatisfied with both of them. For him,
they compromised calligraphy and neglected self-expression.

He thought this way because of his war experience.On
March 10, 1945, U.S. bombers attacked Tokyo in full force
from the air, He was on night duty at a national school in
downtown Tokyo where he worked. There, he almost lost his
life by firebombs. The Tokyo Air Raid killed over one
hundred thousand people in the area. Over one thousand dead
bodies lay on his school’s playground, with YU-ICHI among
them. From the piles of the corpses lying on his school's
playground, his colleagues found YU-ICHI being
asphyxiated. By then, he may have been abandoned for seven
to eight hours. They took tumns taking care of him until he
started breathing again. Coming back to life, he saw piles of
the dead, which were his students and their families.
Watching this hellish aftcrmath of the attack, he sirongly felt
that his country had lost the war.

While it is generally believed that Japan was defeated

by atomic bomb on August 15, 1945, YU-ICHI realized it on
March 10, on the day he experienced the massive dropping of
firehombs that caused a massacre umong his peopie.
He was one of the very few survivors of the attack that killed
a total of over one hundred thousand people. Having been
trained as a calligrapher, he was determined to record this
history from the moment he started to recover.

Yet, a creative work can be hardly achieved when an
arlist is overwhelmed by his emotion. He composed the
verses “We must write how we want and what we want”in
1955 because he could not express his anger in a calligraphic
work. To express his indignation, he dashed down a big
single characier "HIN,” meaning poeverty, on a sliding paper
door.

This particular way of writing Jater became his unique
style when he resumed his calligraphy. The work was called
a"single character writing”as he wrote just one Chinese
churacter at a lime.

One Chinese character alone, however, does not
produce merning itself. Although there is a generic notion
provided for cach character, asingle character had many
meanings that have an cffect to lead audience to expand their
arbitrary imaginations.

YU-ICHTI utilized this effect to establish his own



calligraphic method, in which he put an edge on a character’s
meaning inscribed differently according to each individual.
He steadily repeated and reinforced this method of
expression, taking one character at a time. When thirty-three
years had passed after the Tokyo Air Raid, he wrotc a
composition of four hundred letters and produced a work out
of it

The title was “Ah Yokokawa Kokumin-gakko," a name
of the school where he once worked for and was killed at.

When he presented the work in 1982, he entitled the
exhibition: “1955-and Now."

There is no doubt as to his consistent attitude as an
artist. At the exhibition, his work “Keizai-Seichd (economic
growth) was also presented. After 1955, the Japanese
economy took off 1o a “restless uprising.” The lives of the
Japanese people were disrupted by stimulation for
consumption. Industrial development caused pollution while
destroying nature,

YU-ICHI wrote the single character "HIN" on and off,
and the accumulated total of “HIN" reached sixty-four pieces.
“HIN" meant to confirm recognition that the root of Japan
lies in the defeat when the Japanese lost everything and were
left naked.

He declared, “Live simply in nature. This is what I call HIN.”

3 Incident Over the Withdrawal of YU-ICHI's Works from
Homage to Tenrai HIDAI Exhibition

In the spring of 1999, the Nagano Prefectural Sinano
Art Museum held an exhibition paying homage to Tenrai
HIDAI (1872-1939) . a master artist who established the
foundation of modem Japanese calligraphy. In this exhibition
entitled "Tenrai HIDAI - History of Modern Japanese
Calligraphy,” two of YU-ICHI's works were to be featured:
“Ah Yokokawa Kokumin-gakko” (1978. owned by the
Museum of Modem Art, Gunma)

“Kotsu” (1959, owned by the National Museum of Modern
An, Tokyo)

Some art exhibitions present different works of different
artists representing thc same contemporary. allowing their
contrasts. Yet, for this particular exhibition, there was a
reason that such treatment of his works was not considered
fair.

As mentioned before, YU-ICHI had strong convictions

on fighting against tradition and giving prophetic wamings to
society. The exhibition did not make efforts to introduce YU-
ICHI's position. It simply placed his works next to those of
the very artist who symbolized the entity of what YU-ICHI
had fought. The negligence of the museum was too apparent.

Thus, 1 requested the withdrawal of the works from the
exhibition. The museum, however, did not take the works
away, explaining that there was nothing wrong with
presenting the works as the owners agreed, and that modem
Japanese calligraphy would not exist without YU-ICHI's
works.

I wrote a newspaper article and gave one example that
clarifies the difference of positions between YU-ICHI and
Tenrai. In 1937, Tenrai made a large signboard for the
Imperial Headquarters of the Army. This was the military
headquarters, which became a pivotal organization that
encouraged Japan to go into WWII, motivated by expanded
ultranationalism. Tenrai was proud of this work. YU-ICHI,
on the other hand, suffered from the war and wrote"Ah
Yokokawa Kokumin-gakko” to spell out the rage of one
hundred thousand innocent lives killed by the war, How can
that work of YU-ICHI possibly be shown in an exhibition
praising Tenrai and thus, give tacit approval of “Ah
Yokokawa Kokumin-gakko” ?

At the same time, I requested the Tokyo Regional
District Court that the museum take back the YU-ICHI's
works from the exhibition because it violated protection of
personal rights after one's death. The Copy right law reads
“exhibitions and displays not favored by the author if living
are not permitted.” Before reaching verdict, both sides were
asked to come to the court to give a statement. On that day,
the Nagano Prefectural Sinano Art Museum approached us to
settle the case out of court in exchange for removing his
works from the exhibition and erasing his name from the
publications. This incident was an unprecedented scandal of a
Japanese art museum.

I spent ten years editing and publishing “YU-ICHI
catalogue raisonné of the works 1949-1985" which includes
3,238 works. I also edited "YU-ICHI's Writings.” Based on
my experience, it can be said that, in modern Japanese
society, each individual artist's character is not being
established yet. That is one of the reasons for the
misunderstandings that occurred relating 10 this exhibition. In
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my role of contemporary art critic, I am working to
consolidate the literature of this incredible postwar
calligrapher who developed his own groundbreaking
convictions. I took actions against the incident as a part of my
own literary work.
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On Changing That Old Word, Nihonga
Tsuyuhiko Hinatsu

The superficiality of recent nikonga (Japanese-style
painting in mineral pigments and glue) is enough to make
one cover one's eyes. The paintings are made according to the
same old patterns, apparently out of sheer inertia: birds and
flowers, beauties, genre scenes,historicaltreasures like old
temples and shrines and Buddhist images, landscapes popular
with tourists, and historical scenes. The painters present us
with meaningless decorative effects, displays of technical
virtuosity, and a vapid eclecticism as they go on reproducing
these relics of the past as if time were standing still.

Those nihonga painters who venture into abstraction
and other contemporary
styles may pander less to the market and the public, but they
seldom go beyond the imitation of well-established models.
The paintings and prints of nihonga
painters who have won government cultural awards, the ones
most sought after by the masses and the market, have the
same sort of highly wrought finish as the expensive bric-a-
brac sold as gifts in department stores (which at least have
the virtue of not claiming to be art) . These works, which
attract no attention outside of Japan, are praised fulsornely by
the manipulated journalists common to this segment of the
Japanese art world. The works of the most popular nihonga
painters are sold for eye-popping prices (as in the ridiculous
bidding at the recent Christie's auction in New York for the
nihonga being sold off in the wake of the [toman Corporation
scandal associated with the Japanese economic bubble) .
One hundred 45 x 60-centimeter prints were sold at 900,000
yen apiece; another edition of 380 prints was made available
at 450,000 yen each. One can only imagine how much a



painting by the artist's hand would bring. The gap between
the market price and the actual artistic value, and the
profligate pussuit of fame and wealth on the part of artists and
dealers, have reached a level that is no longer possible to
ignore.

There have been numerous cases of thefi, bribery and
payoffs, and political
scandals involving nihonga, but the people involved in this
world look the other way, carefully protecting the famous
nihonga painters who occupy a secure position at the top of
the pyramid. This is the art world reflection of the corrupt
state of Japanese society, the result of our history of forced
modemization.

How did things come to such a pass? Recently, a young
and spirited critic has referred to nihonga as "distressed
painting,” describing the fateful development of this art with
words that could be interpreted equally well as an expression
of sympathy or irony. There are a number of reasons for this
situation: (1) a closed system of education, production, and
exhibition enforced by the rigid hierarchies and opposing
factions {similar to the iemoto system, the family-controlled
pyramidal hierarchies typical of other traditiona) Japanese art
disciplines such as the tea ceremony or flower
arrangement} ; {2) an entrenched coterie of art dealers who
control the market and fan the desires of the painters for
wealth and fame in order to involve them in their financial
machinations, a mass media swayed by the desire for greater
profits, roughshod operations of department stores shielded
by established reputations, the narrow concept of painting
held by many ant professionals leading to bias and favoritism
in art criticism, and government cultural institutions who use
nihonga for political purposes; (3) a tendency to bow to
authority and lack of independent judgment on the part of the
general populace, art lovers, collectors, and the nihonga
painters themselves.

The time has come to question the use of this word.
nihonga, which was coined
during the Meiji era. It is one of the sources of the problem
that needs to be rooted out, an ironic label that reinforces all
the problematic attitudes that | have
outlined above with the result of stifling creativity.

Nihonga, or "Japanese-style painting,” is also a
nationalistic appellation, applied under the historical
conditions of Meiji Japan to proclaim the identity of the new
nation state. It was given general currency with the
establishment of a nikonga section at the Tokyo School of
Fine Arts founded in Meiji 20 (1887) . After a yoga. or
"Western-style oil painting," section was set up in the same
school in Meiji 29 (1896) . the division between “Japanese-
style painting" and "Western-style painting” became
generally accepted, creating a double standard for art
criticism. This naming was actually illogical since it was
done in conjunction with a government policy of "leaving
Asia and entering the West." 1t symbolizes the contradictory
modermization policy of Japan that has failed to effectively
synthesize the opposing elements in the dialectical process of
its history. Even after the first great breakdown in this
modernization process {(defeat in the Second World War)
and the establishment of a democratic state, this problem was
left unresolved and became even more intractable. The old
system of the nikonga painters and their handlers was
retained along with the double standard of criticism, and this
had the effect of casting doubt on the validity of
contemporary painting in Japan.

If we are to improve the situation of Japanese art on the
eve of the twentieth
century, it is imperative to abolish this name that has
remained unchanged since the Meiji era. Applying a more
universal logic, we might refer to it as "glue painting” with
reference to nikawa, the glue used as a binder for the mineral
pigments. If the medium were adopted as the basis for the
name, it could take its place alongside oil painting.
watercolor, and ink painting. Once the name is changed, it
would be acceptable to anyone in other fields of art or other
countries in a scrious discussion of the techniques, styles,
subjects, and ideas that have been utilized in Japanese
tradition. 1t would free "Japanese-siyle" painters from
involvement in nationalistic ideology, even if only in name,
and they could be reated equally along with other artists
exploring the possibilities of contemporary painting. It
would also encourage the elimination of the ludicrous double
structure of critical standards. One of the most important
effects of eliminating the limited concept of nifionga could be
the liberation of the media, the glue and mineral pigments,
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used for this kind of painting, encouraging non-Japanese
painters to take the opportunity to expenment with them.
The over-protected and cnervated world of nihonga would
then be left to confront its greatest challenge in a century.

Prior 1o the Meiji era, when there was no such word as
nihonga, Japanesc
arlists praduced an abundance of paintings with universal
appeal. Artisis
like Hishida Shunso were already opposing the use of this
undesirable term in the Meiji period. and there are younger
artists today. il only a few. who use nihonga media bul
repudiate the label. Powerful resistance can be expected from
people who profit from the present system, but as part of the
needed recovery from the miserable conditions resulting from
the bursting of the economic bubble, a second breakdown in
the modemization process in this country, [ would strongly
recommend that colleges and other education institutions,
critics, and scholars take the lead in eliminating this term
from discussions of Japanese an.

see:"Break the spell of the word nihonga "by Tsuyuhiko
Hinatsu-TENPYO. No.5 p.149~150, An Village, 2000.10
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