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Themes of Discussion

FUDO (F): This marks the third year since
the opening of the 21st Century Museum
of Contemporary Art, Kanazawa. From
the planning stage to the opening until
the present, you have offered us your
opinions and ideas on things such as our
exhibitions and assembling the collection
at the museum. Today, I'd like to talk with
you once again about contemporary art and
the museum from the 20th and on into the
current century.

The objective of the interview is to consider
the opportunities and policies associated
with the regional museum’s mission to
present contemporary art from around the
world within the context of Japan, a country
with a particular set of cultural and historical
circumstances. To do this, | have come up
with three categories of discussion.

1) The situation regarding contemporary art
in the 21st century; 2) the situation facing
the museum in the 21st century; and 3) the
“rescue” or future of art and the museum.
With these three basic themes in mind, I'd
like to ask you about the state of art and
the museum as a system as we have
experienced it from the 20th century until
today, and in addition, ask you to share your
ideas concerning “rescue” in regard to the
continued existence of art and the museum.
All three of these topics are, of course,
linked, and | hope that you will feel free to
speak about them, so that we might better
understand the general picture about each
of them.

The Institutionalization of
Contemporary Art and the Creation of
Dead Words

The Systemization of Genres

TATEHATA (T): Recently in Japan, instead of
using the term “fine art,” people have come to
simply use the word “art.” The reason for this
has to do with a more open approach to genre
and the realization that genre boundaries are
essentially meaningless.

In my own view, however, the truth is
completely the reverse. Despite the way that
many people view contemporary art, | believe
it has become increasingly institutionalized
and immobilized. For instance, when one
considers the avant-garde of the early 20th
century, Surrealism and Dada were actually
movements that went far beyond the limits
of genre, and after the war there were groups
like Fluxus or Jikken Kobo, which created an
-ism or methodology through an exchange
between musicians, dancers, performers, and
poets, and were largely collaborative in nature.
Recently, however, this type of work has all
but died out. Not only in contemporary art, but
also in other genres, there seem to be greater
divisions-at least in the last ten or twenty
years. It seems to me that this contradictory
situation is continuing at present.

F: You're speaking about the situation in
Japan?

T: That's right. Of course, dismantling a genre
isn’t an easy thing to do. Genres are based
on a very sturdy set of rules, and even after

being declared dead, they have a way of
coming back to life. For example, painting has
been declared “dead” time and time again.
It happened once during Duchamp’s day
and then again after the war. Today, with the
advances in video art forms, painting is again
being declared dead or on the verge of dying,
but when you think about it, you could make
a strong case for the last ten years or so being
an important era in painting. In Japan too,
painting has gone through a great resurgence
and Japanese-style painting in particular has
enjoyed a kind of boom. In the West as well,
the principal trends in art of the last ten years
have been in painting. As we have seen with
the resurgence of tableaux and Nihon-ga,
the genre itself has very high standards and
great resilience. A genre is not something that
can be so easily dismantled, and the large
framework of something like contemporary
art is also quite robust, so much so that it even
seems as if generalizations can’t be made
with the word “art” alone. These standards are
both the result of the actual nature of human
expression and the maintenance of a genre
on a systematic level. There is also a mistaken
notion that it is now possible for genres to
become systems. Today, we have a situation
in which two very contradictory or parallel
states exist side-by-side.

Concerning the system, we see a great
momentum toward segmentation in the
museum world. For example, it wasn't very
long ago that cultural complexes, in which
theatre, classical music concerts, and dance
were staged next to a gallery or museum
space, were being built across the country.
It was the age of the multi-purpose hall. But
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multi-purpose is also sometimes referred
to as “no purpose,” and as people started to
reflect on the situation, things started moving
toward specialty museums for modern art,
contemporary art, photography, ceramics,
or prints. This is true not only in the art
world, but in the performing arts, where you
can see the emergence of opera houses,
bunraku theatres, concert halls, and special
halls for chamber music and symphonies.
In terms of exhibitions based on narrow
specialties, and work designed for halls with
outstanding acoustics, genres seem to be
becoming increasingly splintered to the point
where interaction between them almost no
longer exists. It seems to me that people are
embracing one genre and trying to isolate it
from everything else.

The Disintegration of Postmodernism and
the Creation of Dead Words

T: The word “postmodernism” was often used
in architecture during the 1960s and 70s.
It was originally coined in reference to the
relationship between the “postmodern” and
the modern. | often say that “postmodernism”
is one archetypal aspect of modernism, but in
the 1980s, art began to cater more and more
to “postmodernism,” and modernism began
to be declared dead. But people don’t
really use the word “postmodern”much
anymore. And along with this, terms like
“virtual reality” and “interactive art” are on the
verge of becoming dead words. Not only are
certain words becoming anachronistic, but
words like “Asia,” “gender,” and “subculture,”

which were once rather compartmentalized,
have become commonplace, and as a result,

have died. The words which appeared around
the same time as “postmodern” have also
lost their meaning, and after becoming overly
universal have faded away. | think this sort
of “postmodern disintegration”is going to
continue further in the 21st century.

In celebration of the National Museum of
Art, Osaka’s 30th anniversary, we held a
symposium in which we introduced the 30
years following the war as a period of “wild
modernism.” This year we're going to continue
with the next 30-year period. The first event
was structured chronologically around five
topics, including things like Gutai and Mono-
ha, but conceiving of the 30 years since
the museum was opened chronologically is
much more trying. During that period, things
became increasingly confused and getting
a firm grasp on them isn't easy. That's one
of the reasons | am concentrating on dead
words; I've actually been thinking about giving
a “dead-word lesson” and talking about which
words have perished over the last 30 years. To
me, the concept of “dead words” is essential
in trying to understand culture during a certain
period. In this way, it's possible to gain a good
understanding not only of 21st century art, but
also contemporary art. With these things, we’
re still in the process of “giving birth to dead
words,” and the words haven't yet completely
died out. | think the problem differs somewhat
when the words are still dying out.

The word “museum” is itself a dead word. There
was a very brief time when the museum looked
as if it reigned or would reign absolutely, but
in no time at all, things started to fall apart,
and the museum entered a wintry period.
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Now, people are pronouncing the museum
“dead.” In the dozen or so years after the
“‘museum period,” the focus shifted to a
period of “international exhibitions.” Old
events like Documenta and the Venice
Biennale and newer ones like the Gwangju
Biennale and the Yokohama Triennale began
to sprout up in large numbers and with a
unifying force, came to hold great sway.
But it didn’t take long at all for “international
exhibitions” to reach saturation point and this
also became a dead word.

At the Point of a New Crossover

The Lesson of Dead Words

F: When you say the word “museum”is dead,
do you mean that the “museum” that we
associate with, in particular, the 1980s, when
modern art museums began popping up all
over the place, department-store museums
began to boom, and people began to harbor
illusions regarding museums, is over?

T: That’s right. When | use the phrase
the “lesson of dead words,” | mean that
“museum’” is the most important dead word.
As far as whether the museum is dead or not,
it may well be, but if so, then it is incumbent
upon us to explore new possibilities for the
museum of the future. The age in which
people anticipated a museum’s every move
and appreciation rates for a curatorial position
totaled 100 or 200 percent is over. And
because it is now an age in which the very
existence of such facilities is being questioned,
it is truly a test of the essential power of the
museum. Nevertheless, the day make come




when museums are no longer necessary. But
| don’t think that’s going to happen any time
soon. At present, though, museums are facing
some very important problems. That's why
| say, “The museum is dead; the age of the
museum has just begun.”

There was talk at the National Museum of Art,
Osaka of changing the name to the “National
Museum of Contemporary Art” at one point.
As part of the planning committee, | thought
this would be a good idea. But contemporary
art is something that hasn'’t really been properly
appraised yet, so before anyone is completely
sure, the state makes an evaluation for us.
It's a dangerous thing to assemble a collection
on this basis, and one committee member
suggested that this sort of public authority
shouldn’t be invoked until the value of a work
was fairly well decided. So in the end we left
the name as it was-a thoroughly meaningless
one. Although in Japanese the name is actually
the “International National Museum of Art,”
when the name is rendered in English, it is just
called the National Museum of Art, Osaka.
The word “international” is omitted. Thinking
back on it now, it might have been for the best
that we didn’t use the term “contemporary art,”
because when one attempts to authoritatively
divide things in terms of period and genre, the

potential of a museum can be severely limited.
The Science of the Grey Zone

T: Artistic genres have never been segmented
and subdivided to the extent that they are
now. I'd like to do something to change the
situation. I'd like to find a method that would
lead us back to a more unified situation.

You can'’t just say, “Okay, we're all ready.
Let’s start unifying and collaborating.”
There are reasons for the segmentation and
subdivision. In part, it tends to make artistic
activities more fulfilling, and taking things
that originally began as genres and simply
trying to synthesize them isn’t an easy thing
to do. The divisions stem from social issues
and at the same time are rooted in the very
nature of human existence. For example,
the physiological function of the cerebrum is
different from the speech center, the visual
center, or the hearing center. Even if it were
possible for an institution to combine these
things with the aim of integrating them into
a single entity, it still wouldn’t be easy for an
artist to integrate them into a work of art. It’s
an extremely difficult problem, but rather than
creating a radical, fundamental exchange
center for art, | think museums should do all
they can to deal with a multitude of things.

And at the same time, and this might seem
like a contradiction at first, | also believe that
the basic essence of the museum shouldn’t
be altered. As one might expect, the museum
should function as a facility that collects
works of art and displays them. If one tried to
dismantle genres in a radical and fundamental
way, that would consume the museum faster
than anything else and lead to rapid aging.
There were multimedia centers, facilities that
challenged genre standards and even many
university departments that started creating
new kinds of courses in the 80s, but by
the time all of these ventures were actually
launched, the idea had already peaked, and
aging rapidly, they quickly began to languish.
Thinking up a new and fundamentally different

system and creating a facility for it conversely
deprives the idea of space to development in
the future.

Personally, | would like to make the museum
a place where a variety of forms of integrated
events could be held, but | think the way to
go about this is to maintain 80 percent of the
original function, and to constantly force the
facility to become more fluid or you might
say integrated, the other 20 percent of the
time. In other words, this would mean always
ensuring that exhibitions and collections
continued, and deftly adding to the remaining
space. In that sense, the museum would exist
in a kind of “grey zone,” but the methodology
wouldn’t be grey, it would be clear and
distinct. The methodology would function to
subjectively adopt what was significant about
the ambiguity. This is what | call the “science
of the grey zone.” By maintaining 10 or 20
percent of the system as a fluid element, at a
certain point, this part affects the whole and
little by little, as the system is permeated,
the entire thing changes, which might then
result in a new development of some kind. |
think it's important to incorporate this kind of
flexibility into the system. This would make
the museum a more attractive facility and at
the same time, would also likely hold new
possibilities for crossover and collaboration.

The Museum as the Site of a Quiet
Revolution of the People:

The Museum’s Mission and Unmatchable
Techniques

T: Why is it that we want to spread the word
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about contemporary art to society? Both
the 21st Century Museum and the National
Museum of Art, Osaka operate in large part
through the use of tax money. Naturally,
as a public museum we have an obligation
to supply some results to the taxpayer. But
why is it necessary that we try to bring
contemporary art, which one might argue
is not familiar to many people and fairly far
outside the mainstream, to the attention of
a wider public? And while this is necessary
for the museum, it isn’t necessary for art. Art
doesn’t necessarily require the support of the
public. The poet Yoshida Issui once stately
flatly that all he needed was seven readers.
Even now the number of people who read
his work is certainly limited, but Yoshida is
unquestionably a major figure in modern
Japanese poetry. But you can't really say that
having seven visitors is enough for a museum
to survive, particularly one that is funded with
tax money. The museum’s primary mission
should be to bring contemporary art to the
people in our society.

No matter how isolated an artist might
be, the idea that they are off searching for
artistic truth is nothing more than a myth that
emerged in the modern era. The opposite
viewpoint-that art was originally intended to
be enjoyed by as many people as possible-
also exists. And that’s the case, the objective
of the museum and the essential nature of
art should be able to get along quite well
together, but the reality is that things don’t
always go so smoothly. Museum people tend
to become one of the “seven viewers,” are
forced to defend art.

Is the museum meant to provide a service
for society or act as an advocate for art? It's
a difficult question, but | don’t think we have
to approach the problem with an either-or
solution. As long as we don't lose sight of the
reasons for the museum’s existence, isn't
it okay to accept this double standard as
something positive? Outstanding art doesn’t
always give us a sense of pleasure; in some
cases, it is imbued with a kind of vitriol. It
also functions as a threat against the overly
safe state of society. There is a reason for the
museum to have a two-pronged strategy.

Even in cases when especially outstanding
art existed in isolation, at some later point, it
often became necessary to have some base of
support from the public. This is a fact of life.
So, if we make a serious attempt to come to
grips with contemporary art, many people are
certain to come to an understanding about
it. For example, even an artist like van Gogh
seemed dangerous to people of his age. His
conception of beauty and sense of morals
were things that people found very hard to
stomach. It's my belief that people of the day
didn’t ignore or distance themselves from
van Gogh because they couldn’t understand
his true nature, but rather that in some
subconscious way they sensed something
extremely dangerous about him. That's why
they stayed away. But the public morals van
Gogh was criticizing and his own morals
were very much of that time, and are entirely
different from our own. This is why we can
look at his work with relief and recognize his
merits as an artist. Works that are later valued
as classics are the ones that were outstanding
works of their time. Whether or not they were
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recognized at the time is a different thing; the
question is whether or not they confronted
the age in a suitable manner. Important work
criticizes the most painful aspects of the
period. You might also say this is true in our
own age: When people fail to understand
contemporary art, the reason isn’t because
they are ignorant. An artist’s sensibilities are
pitched ahead of their age. In some cases,
a belated understanding does occur, but
at the time the public instinctively detects
something dangerous and picks up on the
essence of the art.

But because those of us who deal with
contemporary art want it to be accepted
by a large number of people, we tend to
avoid its true nature and fail to mention the
dangerous things in order to make it easier
to understand. Personally, | don’t think this
is what we should be doing. It is simply not
possible to avoid the conception of beauty
and the belief system that an artist has and
only mention the comforting things about
their work. It might seem like a dilemma, but
we don’t have to think about it in terms of all-
or-nothing. With the nature of contemporary
art in mind, | see it as an unmatchable
technique that can be used to easily
understand our society. And although there
are limits to what we can do, | believe we
have to devote as much effort as possible to
this pursuit. In that sense, the museum is the
most thrilling facility of all. And making more
and more people aware of contemporary art
is the most thrilling endeavor, which is why
specialists like us need special abilities. But
it should also be said that the public will not
always understand contemporary art and




may sometimes look upon it with a cold eye
as something that endangers society.

“Rescue” and Relative
Multiculturalism at the Museum

F: At this point, can | ask you to return to
what you said earlier about postmodernism
being the epitome of modernism and expand
on that idea a little?

T: It's often said that a big story has been
completed, and that we are currently in
a period of transition. There is a mental
tendency to try and update the age. This is
something very modern. Whether it was
the Industrial Revolution, the era of Peoples’
Revolutions, World War |, the Depression,
the chaos that arose in the wake of World
War I, the period of high-economic growth,
or the end of that growth and the bursting of
the “bubble,” every period has been one of
turmoil. In the future, the same is also bound
to be true. | call this, “The big story that the
big story is over.” Because the big story is
really very much alive. The modern paradigm
still hasn’t changed. We can’t escape the
fact that new things are going to occur. Our
mental tendency to want to attach value to
new things is in a sense a kind of iliness.

The modern age was fundamentally one of
division. When faith in a rational, universal
logic began to emerge, discord inevitably
erupted between this and cultural identity.
Modernism caused cultural rifts to occur in
Japan and Asia, to say nothing of the country
it originally emerged in France. Each area
was different in terms of cultural tradition and
climate, but what they all had in common

was a culture that was divided in that period.
In that sense, it was an unsound era. When
through religious belief or absolute authority,
a society is overtaken by an integrated
perspective in which the art, the religion, the
science and the moral outlook are unified, it
may in one sense seem like a very happy thing.
But today we no longer enjoy this type of
integration, and | can’t help but think things are
going to continue this way for the foreseeable
future. That age was tragic and troubled,
and people yearn to be “rescued” from that
kind of situation. The museum functions as a
humble example of a place where integration
exists and its role is to make people aware of
social morals and art on a limited scale. This
might seem like a strange way to put it, but
the museum is essentially a deterrent against
intolerance and war.

F: Modernism brought with it wars in which
millions of people died, as innocent victims.

T: Exactly. The modern age was appalling.
There were good things too, but it was also
a miserable era in which more massacres
occurred than in any other time in human
history. The wars broke out for various reasons,
but in the period that has ensued since the
breakup of the Cold War power structure,
we have seen the rise of religious, ethnic,
linguistic, and cultural fundamentalism. To put
it in somewhat exaggerated terms, | believe
the museum has the ability to maintain a
space that dissuades this type of exclusionism
and allows for flexible communication. Our
contribution might be humble, but we do at
least function as a deterrent against narrow-
minded thought.

Multiculturalism is an extremely important
way of thinking for us, and the museum
must fundamentally adopt the standpoint
of multiculturalism. But multiculturalism
views culture as something that operates
according to distinct and different principles,
and the correspondent idea that each culture
must be regarded as equal conversely invites
the very parochial notion that other cultures
must be understood within the context of
one’s own culture.

When Picasso first came up with Cubism,
he took inspiration from African tribal art.
France had several colonies in Africa, so one
might say that this was a kind of cultural
exploitation. Picasso himself didn’t know
what tribe the masks belonged to, whether
they were used for religious rites, or if they
were a part of daily life or decorative items
— he was probably unaware of the context
from which they came and simply thought
they were interesting, so he stole the imagery.
But | don’t mind playing the devil's advocate
and saying that this act itself was a means
of understanding. Of course, it is important
that we try to understand the original
context of other people’s cultures. But in
doing this, that doesn’t mean we have to
eliminate other means of understanding.
When our efforts prove fruitless, we discover
the existence of an absolute other that lies
beyond understanding and finally results in
a sense of despair. An idea that was meant
to be egalitarian can eventually lead to
religious, ethnic, and linguistic intolerance.
That’s what makes multiculturalism very
dangerous. For example, | might find that
a celadon porcelain piece from the Yi
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Dynasty is very beautiful, and comment on
its greatness without knowing that it was
historically connected to royalty and the
aristocracy. Meanwhile, Korean people might
look at Japanese ukiyo-e without knowing
whether it is a high-class type of painting or
a working-class type of illustration. At the
very least, however, in looking at the same
object, people are able to come into contact
with and understand the pleasure of two
different cultures. Art possesses this kind
of power. Art is communication. If everyone
is unified, no effort is needed to make
communication. I'm willing to place my bet
on the communicative power of art; whereas,
multiculturalism is relative and shouldn’t be
allowed to decline into an absolutist view. In
that sense, | think the museum should be a
place for relative multiculturalism.

The Site of a Quiet Revolution

F: What do you consider the mission of the
“museum” to be within the specific set of
cultural circumstances in a country like Japan
which is still in the process of accepting
modernism?

T: The museum is the offspring of the
modern civil society and as such can only
survive by supporting that society. However,
in Japan, we have never had a true people’s
revolution. The Meiji Restoration may have
brought a parliamentary government and
modernism to the country, but at the same
time, established an absolute monarchy.
Our post-war democracy is clearly a product
of the forces which occupied the country
after Japan lost the war. We have no history
of a civil society in which modernism was

won by the people themselves by means
of a revolution. Yet, without the benefit of
a people’s revolution, a civil society was
created in Japan. That’s why, and this might
sound a bit impudent, | secretly believe that
the museum can cultivate civic awareness as
the site of a “quiet revolution.” Under regular
circumstances, museums would have been
built as a result of the revolution, but we were
not given that option. The museum cannot
be maintained without a civil society. Talking
about the museum’s survival might sound
feeble, but | do think it's necessary to raise
civic awareness in Japan.

F: You might also say the same thing about art.

T: Contained within art is criticism of the
most essential things in the era. This works
to restore our sense of rationality, whether it
is art made by van Gogh or Matthew Barney.
Artists are fundamentally outsiders who exist
within our society. Society, by definition, must
not isolate people who are different. This
includes, for example, handicapped people
and older people, and also children and
foreign people. A society that includes people
like this is much healthier than a country
comprised of a single ethnic group or culture.
And by affirming that these people exist, our
sense of rationality can be restored. | believe
that art plays the role of an outsider with a
critical function. It is essential that we coexist
with artists in the same era. Though they only
account for a given percentage of society,
museums function to support art, which
sustains those people who are fundamentally
outsiders and also works as a social safety
valve. Art, of course, also provides enjoyment
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and through this function enriches our
lives, but on the other hand, to maintain a
tolerant society, with its potential for stinging
criticism, art is vital for restoring rationality
and preventing society from becoming rife
with narrow-minded fundamentalism. This
is the function of the museum as well as
the function of the art that the museum
advocates. It is my conviction that the
museum plays an extremely important role in
modern society.

F: Earlier you talked about how in the
end you agreed with the decision not to
change the name of the National Museum
of Art, Osaka to the “National Museum of
Contemporary Art,” but | think that one of the
constant dilemmas we face is the difficulty
of evaluating work of the current era. Some
museums deal with this by choosing not to
assemble their own collections, but | think
it takes a special kind of courage for us to
maintain our position regarding the museum
as the site of “revolution.” This makes the act
of collecting art works-and by this | mean,
assembling a variety of contemporary critical
expressions-an even more valid activity.

T: Yes, very much so. We actually owe a great
debt to the Museum of Modern Art in New
York and the National Museum of Modern
Art, Tokyo. The consistent museum policy to
assemble art within a certain set of guidelines
is something very valuable to us. Conveying
these things to the next generation is our
responsibility and at the same time, it is a
noble cause that we have been entrusted
with. This is extremely important. The value
of this system will gradually become evident




in 50 or 100 years. The permanent exhibition
at the National Museum of Modern Art,
Tokyo has a pretty clear evaluation policy,
and | think they have a firm system in place.
Museums that have a definite policy are
obviously different from those that don’t. Not
only does a museum have a responsibility
to society in a certain era, but it also has a
responsibility to the future. In other words,
we have a mission to convey our age and
the cultural heritage of the past to the civil
society of the future.

In terms of giving something back to the
era through exhibitions and other things,
the system of having a designated person
in charge is accepted as a way of dealing
with the flow of work. But in terms of our
responsibility to the future, in other words,
the museum’s stock, it isn't always ideal. It
doesn'’t really guarantee a stable and ongoing
administrative system. It may very well
function effectively as an actual management
system, but | have my doubts about whether
it is a good way to create a collection that is
responsible to the future and something that
will be maintained properly. | think there is a
need for an administrative system that is truly
responsible to the future.

By maintaining a definite policy, it is possible
to protect the system and create stability that
will be conveyed to the next generation. As
far as the collection goes, there are going
to be works that are not recognized at all
now, but will become important in 100 or
200 years. There are limits to what we can
do, but we have also been put in charge of
this by our civil society. Again, it is a noble

cause that we have been entrusted with this
responsibility regarding the future of our civil
society. It is our job to see to it that this sense
of consistency and continuity is not disturbed.

F: Your idea about the museum as a site of
a people’s revolution is one of the important
conclusions of our discussion today. We
should probably also consider what is
necessary for the museum to have that kind
of function and what form the revolution will
take. Thank you for focusing so closely on the
issues that we should be bear in mind with
regard to museum function.

(The above interview was conducted at the National Museum
of Art, Osaka on February 16, 2007. It was documented by
SAKAI Chiho, translated by Christopher STEPHENS.)

TATEHATA Akira
Director, The National Museum of Art, Osaka

Before assuming his current position in 2005, Akira
Tatehata was a professor at Tama Art University, Tokyo.
Specializing in the study of modern and contemporary art,
he previously served for fifteen years as the Curator of The
National Museum of Art, Osaka. Tatehata was the Artistic
Director for the 2001 Yokohama Triennale and the Japanese
Commissioner for the 1990 and 1993 La Biennale di Venezia.
His overseas activities include a period as visiting scholar at
Columbia University between 2002 and 2003. Also active as
a poet, he was awarded the Takami Jun Prize for his work
Reido no Inu in 2005 and the Rekitei New Poet Prize for

Yohaku no Runner (Runners in the Margins) in 1991.
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