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Thinking Operationally
Collectivism in Modern Japan and Its
Contemporary Evolution
REIKO TOMII

The past has cast a long shadow over the present in the
formation of multiple modernisms.1 One salient example
is collectivism in modern Japan, which dates back to the
late nineteenth century and has continued to thrive up to
the present day. In this overarching story, collectivism in
different guises serves as a fundamental driving force in
forging amodernism—and then a contemporary art— in
Japan that is at once locally shaped and globally relevant.2

The study of collectivism in Japan must begin with an
acknowledgment that the artist is a social being asmuch as
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an aesthetic one.That is because in this landof collectivism,
from its inception, artists’ group activities have been essen-
tial both for advancing new art and for building new art
ecology. In this locale, despite earlier signs of localmodern-
ism inEdo Japan,3 themodern institutions of art—such as
themuseum, the exhibition, and even the very definitionof
art itself (bijutsu)—had to be constructed practically from
scratch, mostly in reference to the West. In this context,
the group activities of bijutsu dantai (meaning ‘art organiza-
tions’ and frequently shortened to dantai) enabled artists
to straddle the two domains, that of ‘expression’ and that of
what I call ‘operation’, which respectively represent the aes-
thetic/intrinsic and the extra-aesthetic/extrinsic aspects of
art. Put simply, dantai collectivism functioned as a strategy
through which artists worked innovatively as both artis-
tic beings and social beings contributing to the aesthetic
advances and the expansion of infrastructure.

To codify this fact and study the artist’s social engage-
ment in prewar Japan as an integral part of art historical
study, I have proposed to capture the artist’s labour in two
forms: expression and operation. Whereas ‘expressions’
typically take place inside the studio, ‘operations’ concern
making their works (i.e., expressions) public and, where
necessary, building systems to stage and sustain their ac-
tivities. This latter labour, operation, enables the artist to
reach their ultimate goal: to communicate their expres-
sions to society. To undertake their operations, the artist
could not be confined to the studio, but must go outside it.
Basedon this observation, I define collectivismas ‘strategic
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alliances (primarily) of artistsmotivated to seek and create
alternatives to existing options, be they artistic/expressive
or social/operational or both’. These definitions decisively
locate the agency of change with the artist, ensuring a
bottom-up perspective on historical narration. Moreover,
as outlined below, these definitions have proven to be
effective in analysing the history of collectivism beyond
prewar Japan.

DANTAI COLLECTIVISM IN PREWAR JAPAN

In Japan, collectivism has existed in the form of art or-
ganizations since the late nineteenth century. However,
dantai collectivism was inspired by the government salon
Bunten, which was inaugurated in 1907 as the Ministry of
Education Art Exhibition. Frustrated by the salon’s official
aesthetics, dantai rose to assert their aesthetic positions by
creating self-governed exhibition platforms to counter the
Bunten, which was an open-call, juried, annual salon, then
the sole public platform for practising artists. For example,
Nika-kai (Second Section Society), founded in 1914 by
modernist oil painters,was thefirst to go against theBunten.
It articulated its opposition by using the term zaiya (liter-
ally ‘in the wilderness’). Notably, Nika and other dantai in
the wilderness mimicked the format of the official salon:
its open-call exhibition was equipped with its own jury
that would uphold its aesthetic standards and award prizes
accordingly.
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At first glance, this may not seem so different from
the relationship between the French Salon and the Impres-
sionist Exhibition held between 1874 and 1886. However,
in contrast to the Impressionist Exhibition, which was an
independent exhibition and did not continue beyond its
eighth instalment, Nika, thanks to its salon format, mor-
phed into an institution unto itself and became a founda-
tional element of the art establishment, despite its initial
anti-establishment stance. Because of its eclectic embrace
of moderate modernism, it saw a number of dissatisfied
vanguardmembers and associates splinter off to form their
own dantai to embrace their own brand of expression,
including the Fauvist-inflected Dokuritsu Bijutsu Kyōkai
(Independent Art Association) established in 1926. Nika,
Dokuritsu, and scores of other dantai were established
in the prewar years, with a majority never going out of
existence (albeit with brief wartime pauses). They have
continued to this day, both in the fields of yōga (Western-
style painting) and nihonga ( Japanese-style painting). In
this sense, the development of dantai-based modernism
was not so much linear as cumulative. In aggregate, their
co-existence led to the formation of a massive conserva-
tive establishment, called gadan, or ‘painting platform’.The
gadanwas carried into postwar Japan and still maintains an
enduring, if diminished, presence today.
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A REASSESSMENT OF DANTAI

The twin ills of dantai, and by extension the gadan,
amounted to stagnant expressions and feudalistic
operations. This was evident from early on. Especially
in the immediate postwar years, gadan dominance was
felt to be uncreative and authoritarian against the overall
sentiment of the country embracing democratization and
modernization as its urgent mandate after its devastating
defeat in the Pacific War. The progressive segment of
the art world attempted to reform the dantai-based
art world in a few directions. These efforts, outlined
in the next section, opened a space for gendai bijutsu
(literally ‘contemporary art’) that is contemporaneous
with new tendencies globally, such as gestural abstraction,
minimalism, conceptualism, and performance art. Largely
because gendai bijutsu gained prominence, the negative
assessment of dantai has been inscribed into Japanese art
history.

A question lingers, however. Does it then follow that
dantai collectivism made no positive contribution to the
formation of modernism in Japan beyond representing the
conservative genealogy of expression? A new perspective
can be introduced by expanding on the sociological con-
cept of ‘intermediate organizations or institutions’ (chūkan
dantai). Intermediate organizations are a type of free and
voluntary association situated ‘in between’ (i.e., chūkan)
the state and the individual to make vital contributions
to advancements in politics, the economy, journalism, and
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knowledge production by ‘transforming each member’s
interests into something more public-orientated’.4

It should be noted that in the prewar decades, the
infrastructure for art (museums, galleries, schools, and dis-
course) was at best nascent. To fill the gap, dantai not only
hosted annual salons, but also performed multiple tasks,
selling works from their salons (mimicking the Bunten
salon), issuing newsletters and journals, and offering for-
mal and informal classes, including kenkyūjo (research in-
stitutes). Granted, neither dantai founders nor their mem-
bers necessarily had the public good at the forefront of
their minds when operating their salons. Still, as Japanese
artists negotiated their treacherous paths in the formation
of modernity, their self-interest and professional interest
as collectively represented by dantai overlapped with a
broader public interest in that their stable presence in so-
ciety helped to acclimate modern art practices in Japanese
society, which would in turn strengthen the popular sup-
port for modern art.

In this respect, the non-linear evolution of artistic
expressions in the dantai ecology might even have been
beneficial. The rearguard expression of dantai did serve
public interests by offering the audience a slow and incre-
mental exposure to modernism that ended up providing a
steady diet of familiar or favourite styles among the general
public. What is considered ideal in modern art history —
constant advances in expression that frequently entail the
rejection of previous forms — could have been confusing
to audiences not accustomed to Western-imported mod-
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ern art. Because major dantai represented a spectrum of
styles, ranging fromacademicnaturalism to Impressionism
to Surrealism to abstraction, the audience could take its
time getting to know each of them, rather than experien-
cing them as a series of rapidly changing stylistic fashions.
If the general taste, understanding, and knowledge of mod-
ern art grew slowly, that was the time necessary for the
universal idea of ‘modernism’ to take root in Japan,where it
lacked a centuries-long history of oil painting or a tradition
of Western-style art institutions.Thus, borrowing from art
historian Kitazawa Noriaki, who called the government sa-
lon Bunten an ‘invisible museum’,5 we may call the whole
constellation of dantai salons another invisible museum
that educated the Japanese public onmodern art. Strangely
enough, it was a museum that was renewed with a fresh
crop of works with each annual exhibition.

CORRECTIVES TO DANTAI COLLECTIVISM: SHŪDAN
COLLECTIVISM

In postwar Japan, correctives to dantai collectivism were
attempted with varying degrees of success. The idea of ‘in-
dependent exhibitions’ that have neither jury nor awards
had already been broached in prewar Japan, but it became
a reality most memorably with the Yomiuri Independent
Exhibition, instituted in 1949 by the Yomiuri newspaper
company. It went on to serve as a veritable headquarters
of the avant-garde in the Anti-Art (Han-geijutsu) strain,
whose scandalous success eventually led to its demise in
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1964.6 Kashi garō (rental galleries) also played a role.Their
rise in the 1950s and proliferation in the subsequent dec-
ades, particularly in Tokyo, enabled emerging artists to
organize their own solo exhibitions to gain public atten-
tion.7 A few newly instituted competitive exhibitions —
such as the Shell ArtAward and the open-call section of the
biannual Contemporary Art Exhibition of Japan hosted by
theMainichi newspaper company—enabled young artists
to make an official entry into the art world.

These institutional developments helped the younger
artists’ operations (that is, exhibition activities) and the
mainstreaming of vanguard practices under the rubric of
gendai bijutsu. However, the bottom-up spirit of seeking al-
ternatives was strong among artists who desired to explore
new possibilities in expression. Collectivism remained a
powerful tool for them in the form of shūdan. A shūdan is
a collective with a small membership that mainly focuses
on member exhibitions. In prewar Japan, they had gener-
ally subsisted in the margins of the gadan and frequently
regarded as a subspecies of dantai. However, shūdan have
been retroactively recognized as ‘pioneers of gendai bi-
jutsu’8 in the 1970s. Postwar shūdan that followed their
prewar predecessors then paved the way for gendai bijutsu
through their vigorous pursuit of radical experimentalism.

The1950s saw twomajormanifestations of shūdan col-
lectivism that brought about innovations. One was Gutai,
a hybrid of dantai and shūdan under the leadership of
Yoshihara Jirō, a Nika member, in Osaka.9 The other was
Jikken Kōbō (Experimental Workshop), an interdisciplin-
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ary cooperative in Tokyo, which thrived in its technology-
inspired collaborative projects and exhibition-concerts.10

The 1960s was a decade of short-lived collectives that
mushroomed throughout the country. Those emerging in
the frenzied Anti-Art milieu included Neo Dada (initially
‘Neo Dadaism Organizers’), Group Ongaku, Hi Red Cen-
ter, Zero Dimension (Zero Jigen), and Kyūshū-ha. In the
latter half of the decade, when the more conceptual ten-
dency ofNon-Art (Hi-geijutsu) took hold, collectivismwas
enlivened by a number of regional shūdan—most notably,
Group ‘I’ of Kobe, GUN (Group Ultra Niigata), and The
Play of Osaka — that imaginatively found their sites of
operation outside Tokyo, the centre of the art world in
Japan.11

MERGING OF EXPRESSION AND OPERATION IN KŌI
(ACTS)

Onecommon thread that runs through the expressions and
operations of these inventive collectives is their growing
interest in the use of kōi, or ‘acts’, the local terminology for
performance art.While a handful of individual performers
— Shinohara Ushio, Kazekura Shō, Itoi Kanji (aka Dada
Kan), and Mizukami Jun — come readily to mind as le-
gends, collectivismwas apivotal engineof performance art,
due to its potential for scale through collaboration made
possible by the power of the multitude, when the insti-
tutions for gendai bijutsu were still in formation and no
institutional framework for performative works existed.
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The performative practitioners’ departure from con-
ventionalmodesof expression (painting and sculpture) fre-
quently occurred hand-in-hand with their departure from
customary modes of operation (i.e., exhibition). Many act-
orientated collectives, for example Zero Dimension, no-
torious for their nude performances, took to the streets to
stage their acts, while some subsequently eschewed urban
space altogether and ventured into rural areas. In brief,
all of them aspired to devise alternative expressions on
alternative platforms.

Operationally speaking, what happened here was the
merging of expression and operation, as artists decisively
left behind exhibition-based collectivism. Take, for ex-
ample, the iconic 1964 act of Cleaning Event (officially
known as Be Clean! and Campaign to Promote Cleanliness
and Order in the Metropolitan Area).12 In this work, there
was no separation of ‘inside the studio’ and ‘outside the
studio’, ‘making’ and ‘display’, ‘expression’ and ‘operation’.
The same applies to GUN’s memorable Event to Change
the Image of Snow in 1970.13 In principle, their expressions
(street cleaning and snow painting, respectively) required
members and associates to undertake operations outside
their studios, thereby bringing their expressions directly to
the public, in the streets, and the snow fields. Here, their
operations were their expressions, and vice versa.

Another new factor that entered the equation was
publicity, that is, the space of the media. This direction
was consciously spearheaded from the mid-1950s onward
by Gutai, whose action demonstrations for media outlets
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were at once original and strategic,14 and slightly later by
Shinohara Ushio, whose violent Boxing Painting captured
the imagination of the American photographer William
Klein and the Japanese novelist Ōe Kenzaburō, among
others. In pursuit of the ‘avant-garde road’ that was finan-
cially ‘rewardless’ (mushō), Shinohara was eager to court
publicity in the mass media as his reward.15 Along with
Shinohara, Hi Red Center, Zero Dimension, and later
GUN found a site of operation in the media, collaborat-
ing with such photojournalists as Hanaga Mitsutoshi and
Hirata Minoru to have their photographs taken and pub-
lished in photo-illustratedmagazines and news weeklies.16

By 1970, shūdan collectivism had fundamentally re-
shaped the practice and outlook of what art could be,
helping to secure the realm of gendai bijutsu within Japan’s
art world. At the same time, new practices of gendai bijutsu
revealed the state of contemporaneity with the global dir-
ections of dematerialization that manifested differently in
various locales.

COLLECTIVE AS COMMUNITY

With the diversification of shūdan collectivism and novel
practices continuing to develop toward 1970 and beyond,
a new terminology is useful in further refining our under-
standing of postwar collectivism. The word I propose is
kyōdōtai, which I borrow from the critic Yoshida Yoshie,
who used it to characterize the Nirvana Commune that
gathered around the immaterial conceptualist Matsuzawa
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Yutaka as ‘a community [kyōdōtai] that penetrates the dark-
ness’.17 Yoshida’s use was tinged with the atmosphere of
lightness and possibility of the hippy era around 1970,
which liberated the term from its previous negative associ-
ation with the prewar and wartime feudalistic hierarchical
community. To retain this sense, I define ‘community’ here
as a communal entity with a far more horizontal and open
relationship than dantai, often characterized by collabor-
ation and networking.

It must be remembered that an aspect of ‘community’
in a broader sense was always an operational necessity
of collectivism, dantai or shūdan. Gutai’s solidarity, Neo
Dada’s partying at the leader Yoshimura Masunobu’s resi-
dence called ‘WhiteHouse’, andHi RedCenter’s penchant
for anonymity within the group’s activism all bear wit-
ness to it. This last even found a real-life application as
it morphed into the Model 1000-Yen Note Incident Dis-
cussion Group to support member Akasegawa Genpei’s
criminal trial from 1963 to 1974, making it an exceptional
community.

With Hi Red Center as a predecessor, a new commu-
nity collectivism that emerged in the late 1960s is often
steeped in kōi or other unconventional mediums, making
the communal formation an integral part of their expres-
sion as much as operation. There are three key collectives
that meet this set of criteria. The Play, an Osaka-based
collective, was known for its annual summer projects in
landscape settings from 1968 to 1987.18 The Psychophysi-
ology Research Institute, a kōi-centred mail-art collective
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to create an ‘invisible museum’, existed for only six months
in 1969–70 by design, pioneering the packaging of act-
derived information as a work of art.19 And the Nirvana
Commune revelled in its secretive gatherings of kōi held
at Matsuzawa’s Sensuiiri Meditation Platform in central
Japan and organized a series of global-scale exhibitions
via mail-art from 1970 onward with a vision of ‘world
uprising’.20

The community these collectives created was expan-
sive, with a network of members and other affiliates who
worked together for a shared goal. In the case of the two
communities linked by the mail-art relationship, the goal
of producing a mail-art museum or exhibition may be con-
sidered an extension of mounting a physical exhibition.
With The Play, however, its large-scale summer projects
merged expression and operation — be it a trip on a
Styrofoam raft down the Yodo River from Kyoto to Osaka
(1969) or amonth-long wait for lightning to hit a pyramid-
shaped scaffold they built on a mountaintop over ten sum-
mers (1977–86). Its decision-making process was demo-
cratic: all members were encouraged to propose a project
idea and the logistics were formulated through discussion.
In executing each project, all members contributed their
diverse skillsets, ranging from graphic design to carpen-
try to construction, in order to bring it to fruition. The
Play was not a typical artists’ collective, as a majority of its
members were non-artists. Furthermore, to realize its pro-
jects, the group was helped by willing non-members from
ordinary walks of life (including a professor of oceanog-
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raphy, a fishermen union chief, Styrofoam companies, and
landowners, to name just a few). Aside from the regular
members, the group’s roster varies from project to project,
the flexibility of which has enabled them to endure to the
present. In fact, in their official records, together with the
current core members, all these past members, affiliates,
and collaborators constitute their communal membership
roster.

~
This is a quick overview of collectivism in modern Japan
and its repercussions in the formation of gendai bijutsu.
What it offers to critical global art history is manifold. Al-
though this narrative is specific to one locale, the need
for institution building was shared in many locales in both
Western and non-Western regions. Foregrounding the art-
ist’s agency in operation is but one way to revisit the his-
tories thus far narrated, often by prioritizing expressions.
The terminal point of the above narrative is the 1970s, but
within Japan alone, the story continues with a new set of
collaborative entities, as the desire for alternatives never
wanes even when the infrastructure appears more estab-
lished than, say, one hundred or even fifty years ago. In fact,
the status quo almost always had gaps for imaginative and
ambitious artists to exploit. One example from contempor-
ary art in Japan is the controversial Chim↑Pom, a collective
of artists and non-artists, which fits the definition of ‘com-
munity’ above but upholds a far bigger global perspective
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and scope of social engagement than its art-historical pre-
decessor, The Play, half a century ago.21 At the same time,
the communal spirit and the merging of expression and
operation can typically be observed in documenta fifteen
of 2022, in which ruangrupa, a community-orientated col-
lective fromJakarta, orchestrated aplatform for individuals
and collectives to present their versions of communal pro-
jects under the banner of lumbung (a communal rice barn
in Indonesian). In other words, what took shape in Japan
in much more modest forms of social engagement in a
few postwar decades has a distant resonance across his-
tory and geography. If collectivism was a forceful driver of
modernism in Japan, it continues to be a forceful driver
of contemporary art, which we are observing at this very
moment.

As I wrote at the beginning of this essay, the past casts
a long shadow on the present. However, with collectiv-
ism, the shape of things now seems much clearer, not only
with the benefit of historical hindsight but also with our
broadened and globalized view of the planet.
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