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From Commission to Co-mission
Public Art in Japan Today

Mami Tanigawa

If you stand in any city space in Japan today, you will be in easy reach of a work of art, or
“public art” as it is called. The number of public artworks throughout Japan possibly exceeds ten
thousand. In a sense Japan could be described as being a great “public art country”.

Reviewing the history of public art in Japan, certain problems become evident.

The phrase and the concept of ‘public art’ arose in the United States. The “% for arts” ordinance
of allotting art 1% of architectural expenses was enacted in Philadelphia in 1959. This ordinance
spread throughout the U.S., and after the 1960's, projects in which the municipality and commercial
enterprise took part became the foundation upon which public art was developed.

It can be considered natural that the public art project of Japan followed in their footsteps.
However, conditions are somewhat different in Japan. The conversion from imperialism was
demanded by the occupying forces, and Japan being a defeated country following World War Il had
to change. Many monumental bronze statues that obviously reflected the sense of values of the
day were removed from the public domain. Then neutral, non-political public spaces were the
result this sweeping-away of history.

A public space is not only a “place” in a physical sense according to Arendt. It is the space that
arises between people who live together for the purpose of acting and holding discussions between
themselves (1958/ Chapter 5). The place in which people just gather or pass through cannot be
called a “public” space in the true sense. However, it can provide with the necessary attributes for
becoming a ‘public space’. If a so-called public space can be classified under the generally socially
acceptable meaning of the word “public”, it is not a place being emotionally shared by all the
people. It is necessary that such a space be shared by people when they participate in something
for the first time (Grout /1997/p13). However, public spaces in Japan since WWII have rarely
functioned as “public” places in the sense in which social involvement is included, or even
encouraged. Therefore “public” art in Japan can only exist as a half-truth.

Originally the word “public” was closely related to the social involvement of the “community”.
It is a word that has developed and has become synonymous with the concept of man’s rights

"

within society. Public art as a Japanese term is hardly “public “ according to situations where
specific artwork is set in the public domain. This results in a double difficulty. Namely, the difficulty
of artworks being truly public, and the problem of obscured “public” spaces in Japan.

Generally, public art is widely recognized as a work of art that is produced for the community,
and owned by the community. Alternatively, public art is a work commissioned to be set up at a
site having open public access (Miles (1997/p.85)). There is an ongoing argument about the
‘publicness’ of art since the creation of the term “art. We can go back to cave painting and the
sculptures of idols created during the prehistoric era. Many “public” works like monumental statues,
religious frescoes and temple sculptures, have been created for the ‘public’, far more in fact than
for private individuals or collections. But even if such works were open to the public, the works
would not be there for public evaluation. Appreciation of an autonomous work as a piece of ‘art’
was not expected. The idea that ordinary people share the work as ‘art’, historically, is rather new.

Moreover, for public art, the range of sharing extends far deeper. Works placed in open public
spaces are there to be seen and shared by all people, unlike the limited numbers who will visit an
art gallery or museum. Public art can enrich contemporary society and advance the richness and
appreciation of culture. Art in Japan changed along with the, political shift from economic to cultural
valuing after the 1970's period of high economic growth. Artwork, especially that of public art reflects
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the movement of society. Should we keep producing ideas assumed by some to be old-fashioned or
think about the transformation of a space and the social structure of city it is contained within,
including the artwork? Thinking about public art involves questions about relationships between the
city and society, as well as essential questions concerning ‘art’ itself.

Undertaking a public art installation in Japan is now regarded as a promotion of art and culture.
However, artwork is now ‘planned’ by city departments under the guise of urban planning, such as
the city planning bureau, —a sort of engineering field. Of course, these plans serve not only the
enhancement of hardware but can add to the beautification of a space. But this situation makes it
difficult to involve education and public activity, which is needed after the installation of the artwork.

Miles says that public art is a marginal area. It is difficult for public art to establish modern art
autonomous evaluation. Accordingly, no appeal to a specialist such as a curator, an art dealer, or
critic, can lead to any objective or active discussion. A healthy discussion cannot arise in a place
where evaluation of a work does not exist. Public art falls into the just “made to leave” situation. The
problem of such a lack of evaluation makes the concept of “public” even more complex. Consequently,
people do not understand why an artwork there if it is so difficult to learn about it (Takeda/1997/
p218). The necessity for considering certain measures to ease this situation is obvious. One measure
is to encourage people to participate at the initial stage of the installation. Another is to consider the
reaction of the people prior to the work being set up. And, another is promotion of the artwork to
help people understand the work after it has been set up.

Public art should be a type of device, designed for permanence. This would be a starting point
where our communities, our society, arts and their intertwined relationships can be considered over
the long term. Public art may become “public” its essential meaning. This means that public art can
be truly ‘public’ for the first time only through attempts to achieve communicationwith people who
are directly concerned with the artwork as Gablik stated (1991).

The work of art can be loved by being evaluated by people. We should not neglect the importance
of meaning in the artwork, the reasons why it is there. Understanding cannot be achieved in the
one-way method of a display notice or by reading a guide pamphlet. It will be achieved when people
start to communicate with one another. A start even at an administrative level could be useful in
this respect.

Lately, public art via a computer network is becoming more and more popular based on the
assumption that it also approves communications. If this is true, then we should re-define what is or
is not ‘public art’.

Arendt, Hannah., The Human Condition, Univ. of Chicago Press 1958/1994

Gablik, Suzi., The Reenchantment of Art, Themes and Hudson, 1991

Grout, Cathrine., L'art en milieu urbain: Actualite de I'art, questions urbaines, Kajima Press, 1997
Miles, Malcolm., Art, Space and the City: Public art and urban futures, Routlrdge, 1997

Takeda, Naoki., Monument and Public Art, Kojin-no Tomo Press,1997
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Toki-Messe Art Monument Project

B Niigata Prefecture and Niigata City M Art Front Gallery Z®EF Shigeo Anzai
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Toki-Messe, a convention

N center in Niigata Prefecture, the

2_ art project was intended to
allow people to feel the breath

7k of the start of 21st century

T when they visit Bandaijima.
Five artworks of five artists are

] .

%{ in the area.
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Somewhere along the way, some colors
B JE/R - i Daniel Buren
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The typical style of the artist is used for

this artwork. The striped poles energize
our vision to give us a fresh look at an
ordinary sight.







$E3% Cai Guo-Qiang
The work made with stone from China

literally functions as a lighthouse of
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1T 3% Lighthouse
Bandaijima.




