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TANAKA Atsuko’s Work (Bell) was unveiled
at the First Gutai Art Exhibition staged at the
Ohara-kaikan in Aoyama, Tokyo in October
1955. In this work, when the viewer pressed
a switch, 20 electric bells placed on the floor
along the wall rang one after another. Then in
November 1955, Tanaka presented the same
Work (Bell) at the Third Genbi Exhibition at
the Kyoto Municipal Museum of Art, this
time controlling the bells using a part called
a notch, a round wooden plate with copper
sheeting, to regulate the sound. The original
of this work no longer exists, and only this
notch (Fig. 5) and some technical drawings
(Fig. 6-12) remain.

Until now, information from Tanaka Atsuko
herself, the testimony of others involved
with the work, such as YOSHIHARA Jiro,
KANAYAMA Akira and SHIRAGA Kazuo, and
the sound of later reproductions of the work
controlled electronically have led to a belief
that the ringing in Work (Bell) moves from
front to back, and then back again. However,
if the work is reproduced with the terminals
in a spiral configuration as indicated in
the remaining studies and photograph
(Fig. 4), the sound of the bells only moves
in one direction, with the bells ringing
simultaneously at up to three locations.

It was engineer TANAKA Shinji who
noticed this, when he reconstructed the
work in 2005 for the Possible Futures show
at the NTT Intercommunication Center (ICC)
in Tokyo. The reconstruction on this occasion
was an attempt to control the bells by notch
rather than electronically. The terminals

in this instance were arranged in a straight
line, which exhibition curator SUMITOMO
Fumihiko and Tanaka Shinji judged would
cause the bells to ring in the manner described
by Tanaka Atsuko. If the terminals had been
arranged in a straight line at the time, it means
they were reconfigured this way during setup
for the Genbi Exhibition. This is backed up by
Kanayama Akira’s memory of working late
into the night to install the exhibit.* In this
case, there is no silence between the sound of
one bell and that of the next: identical to the
ringing of the reconstruction in the collection
of the Hyogo Prefectural Museum of Art.

One other possibility is that at the Genbi
Exhibition, at least at the Kyoto show, the
spiral configuration was employed. Meaning
that in actual fact the bells were ringing at
random, but that changes were made later,
for example on moving to the next location
on the exhibition tour. If this were the case,
people’s memories must have become
confused after hearing a verbal explanation
of the work at a later date, or by seeing
and hearing a reproduction. In fact if the
statements of those involved are compared,
numerous discrepancies in their recollections
come to light, and variations can also be seen
in the engineering of reproductions. Even if
you try sounding the bells with the terminals
in a spiral configuration, there is no doubt that
the sound moves from front to back, and if
the sound travels beyond the room where the
switch is located, however the sound moves,
it is difficult to tell the difference. In this case,
a pause emerges lasting the same length of

time as the sound, as in the reconstructed
Bell in the collection of the Museum of
Contemporary Art, Tokyo.

Both these explanations are perfectly
plausible. Thus the version constructed at
the 21st Century Museum of Contemporary
Art, Kanazawa in August 2006 (Fig. 1-3)
was configured with two interchangeable
terminal arrays: one a spiral arrangement (Fig.
13) faithful to Untitled (Study for “Bell’), and
the other a straight-line array (Fig. 14) faithful
to depictions of the work and the ringing
of reproductions. This arrangement with
the interchangeable terminals was chosen
not just due to the inability to definitively
choose one or the other, but also because
the mismatch between memory and the
remaining resource material on the work is in
keeping with the attitude toward technology
with the Tanaka Atsuko / Gutai Group attitude
to technology. Their approach was to view
technology not as a rigidly functioning control
system, but affirmatively as something
non-conformist, contradictory, and noise
generating, and in this external noise they

saw the potential for new works of art.
(translated by Pamela MIKI)

* Tokutaro Yamamura, Shinichiro Osaki, “Interview: Akira
Kanayama-Atsuko Tanaka”, Document Gutai 1954—-1972
(Ashiya: Ashiya City Culture Foundation, 1993), p. 397.
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