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The Typology of Absence: The Lineage of Conceptual Art in Japan (1)

Suzuki Katsuo

The fact that the term “conceptual art” has never taken root in Japan is one notable characteristic of
the country’s postwar art history. Despite this, words such as kannen (notion), gainen (concept), and “idea”
appeared with equal frequency in discourses regarding art of the 1960s and ’70s, and lively criticism related
to “conceptual art” led to various controversies. This paper focuses on the importance of a number of issues
raised by conceptual art and was conceived as a means of reconsidering postwar Japanese art history. By
carefully tracing changes in the vocabulary, I have attempted to create a map of ideas that emerged from each
word rather than trying to clearly define the boundaries of conceptual art.

The paper sets out to verify the actual works and discourses related to “absence” and “dematerialization”
in art. Though these terms are not necessarily equally linked to conceptual art, they are indispensable in
discussing the genre, which gave precedent to ideas rather actual elements. Using works by Matsuzawa
Yutaka, Arakawa Shusaku, and Takamatsu Jiro that were shown in 1964 as a symbolic turning point, I
considered the significance of these subjects, which functioned as a magnetic field of criticism prior to the
rise of the term “conceptual art.”

As a result, I discovered a close link between a broad range of modern criticism, which included
discussions of absence and dematerialization, and the circumstances of postwar Japanese art. As for the
former, it became clear that the breakdown of a substance concept that was informed by modern physics and
the related shift to a view of the world as a hollow body as well as a search for a way to dismantle
anthropocentric views based on a reexamination of the visual system and to surmount subject-object dualism
lay at the root of absence and dematerialization. Meanwhile, the latter was imbued with a limited view of the
future and an apocalyptic outlook inherent to the idea of extinction, which were in turn rooted in memories
of being the only country ever to suffer an atomic bombing and images of the ruined landscape that remained
after Japan’s defeat in the war. Existing on more than a formal level of expression, the phenomena of absence
and dematerialization indicate themes that should be interpreted in social and cultural terms within the
context of postwar Japan.

(Translated by Christopher Stephens)
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