




















ALEXANDRA MUNROE
WITH JON HENDRICKS

WITH ESSAYS BY
David A. Ross
Murray Sayle
Jann S. Wenner

CONTRIBUTIONS BY
Bruce Altshuler
Kevin Concannon
Edward M. Gomez
Chrissie lles

Joan Rothfuss
Kristine Stiles
Reiko Tomii

and others



Japan Society, New York
and Harry N. Abrams, Inc., Publishers



GENERAL EDITORS:
Reiko Tomii and Kathleen M. Friello

FOR JAPAN SOCIETY:
MANAGING AND PHOTO EDITOR:

Annie Van Assche

FOR HARRY N. ABRAMS, INC.:
PROJECT MANAGERS:

Nicole Columbus and Margaret Chace

PRINCIPAL PHOTOGRAPHY:
John Bigelow Taylor

DESIGN:
Miko McGinty

This volume accompanies the exhibition YES YOKO
ONO, shown at the Japan Society Gallery, New York,
from October 18, 2000, through January 14, 2001.

YES YOKO ONO is made possible in part by major
support from NTT DoCoMo, Inc.

Generous assistance from Apple Computer, Inc;
EMI Recorded Music, EMI Records Ltd., and Capitol
Records, Inc.; EMI Music Publishing; Signatures
Network, Inc.; The Andy Warhol Foundation for the
Visual Arts; the E. Rhodes and Leona B. Carpenter
Foundation; The David Geffen Foundation; and
Marilyn and Jeffrey Katzenberg is also gratefully
acknowledged. Programs at Japan Society Gallery
are supported in part by the Lila Wallace-Reader’s
Digest Endowment Fund and the Friends of Japan
Society Gallery.

EXHIBITION SCHEDULE:

Walker Art Center, Minneapolis
March 10-June 17, 2001
www.walkerart.org

Contemporary Arts Museum, Houston
July 13-September 16, 2001
www.camh.org

MIT-List Visual Arts Center, Cambridge, Mass.
October 18, 2001-January 6, 2002
web.mit.edu/lvac/iwww

Art Gallery of Ontario, Toronto
February 22—-May 20, 2002
WWW.ago.on.ca

San Francisco Museum of Modern Art
June 22-September 8, 2002
www.sfmoma.org

Other venues in North America and Asia
to be announced

LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CATALOGING-IN-PUBLICATION DATA

Munroe, Alexandra.

Yes Yoko Ono / Alexandra Munroe with Jon Hendricks ;
with essays by David A. Ross, Murray Sayle, Jann S. Wenner ;
contributions by Bruce Altshuler ... [et al.].

p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 0-8109-4587-8 (Abrams: cloth) /

ISBN 0-913304-45-X (Japan Society: pbk.)

1. Ono, Yako—Exhibitions. 2. Conceptual art—United
States—Exhibitions. 3. Ono, Yako—Criticism and interpretation.
I. Ono, Yoko. II. Hendricks, Jon. Ill. Altshuler, Bruce. IV. Title

N6537.056 A4 2000
700".92—dc21 00-40146

Copyright © 2000 Japan Society, Inc. All rights
reserved

All texts and works by YOKO ONO copyright © 2000
YOKO ONO

Published in 2000 by Harry N. Abrams,
Incorporated, New York

No part of the contents of this book may be
reproduced without the written permission
of the publisher

Printed in Italy

"@
&l |SOCIETY
Japart Society Gallery
333 East 47th Street
New York, N.Y. 10017
WWW.japansociety.org

Harry N. Abrams, Inc.
100 Fifth Avenue

New York, N.Y. 10011
www.abramsbooks.com

Front cover: Photograph by lain Macmillan.
© YOKO ONO, Courtesy LENONO PHOTO ARCHIVE,
New York

Back cover: Photograph by George Maciunas,
intended as poster for Works by Yoko Ono at Carnegie
Recital Hall, 1961. The Gilbert and Lila Silverman
Fluxus Collection, Detroit



INTRODUCTION

ON YOKO

YOKO WORKS

MAPPING YOKO

YOKO AUDIO

Contents

Preface MICHAEL I. SOVERN AND WILLIAM CLARK, JR 6
Acknowledgments ALEXANDRA MUNROE 7
Notes to the Reader 9

Spirit of YES: The Art and Life of Yoko Ono  ALEXANDRA MUNROE 10
Yoko Ono and Fluxus JON HENDRICKS 38

The Making of Yoko Ono, Prophet of the 1960s  MURRAY SAYLE 51
Not Here DAVID A. ROSS 55
Notes on the Ballad of John and Yoko JANN S WENNER 58

Scores and Instructions
Instructions for a World of Stickiness: The Early Conceptual Work of Yoko Ono  BRUCE ALTSHULER

Works BRUCE ALTSHULER AND MIDORI YOSHIMOTO 72

Early Objects

Somewhere for the Dust to Cling: Yoko Ono’s Paintings and Early Objects  JOAN ROTHFUSS 92
Works  JOAN ROTHFUSS AND MIDORI YOSHIMOTO 100

Events and Performances
Being Undyed: The Meeting of Mind and Matter in Yoko Ono’s Events KRISTINE STILES 144
Works ~ KRISTINE STILES AND MIDORI YOSHIMOTO 150

Advertisements
Nothing IsReal: Yoko Ono’s Advertising Art  KEVIN CONCANNON 176
Works  KEVIN CONCANNON 182

Films and Video
Erotic Conceptualism: The Films of Yoko Ono  CHRISSIE ILES 200
Works  CHRISSIE ILES 208

Music
Music of the Mind from the Voice of Raw Soul EDWARD M. GOMEZ 1230
Works EDWARD M. GOMEZ 238

Yoko Now

Bronze Age ALEXANDRA MUNROE 250

When Idea Becomes Form  NANJO FUMIO 253

Urban Space as Art Space: A Celebration of Being Human KAl BAUER 256

The Interactive Field of Art ACHILLE BONITO OLIVA 259

Yoko Ono’s Conceptual Photography LARS SCHWANDER 262

Seduction of the Gaze and Life Experience in the Work of Yoko Ono  pagLO J. RICO 265

Anthology: Writings by Yoko Ono  JON HENDRICKS 268
Chronology: Exhibitions, Concerts, Events, etc. REIKO TOMII AND KEVIN CONCANNON 306
Bibliography KEVIN CONCANNON AND REIKO TOMII 336

Credits 346
Index 348

A Blueprint For The Sunrise Yoko onO 352

64



Preface

For nearly a century, Japan Society has been active
as a private, nonprofit organization fostering more
enlightened relations between Japan and the Unit-
ed States. The Society’s cultural programs have al-
ways been committed to the belief that better
awareness of the great riches of Japanese art and
thought enhance American life and that these
riches can take on many guises. Often, through a
creative encounter with modern international art,
what we think of as traditional Japanese culture is
transformed and interpreted, thereby opening new
worlds of artistic expression.

Yoko Ono is one such “transformer.” Born in Japan
and raised partly in the United States, where she
has lived on and off since 1952, she bridges the cul-
tural and intellectual brilliance of high Japanese art
with the postwar global avant-garde. To show that
unique “combustion” and its enduring influence is
what this exhibition, YES YOKO ONO, is all about.

Ms. Ono has a long history with Japan Society. As a
young artist in lower Manhattan from the late
1950s through the mid-1960s, she earned a modest
living demonstrating the traditional arts of Japan at

numerous Japan Society events. Her husband at the
time, avant-garde composer and pianist Ichiyanagi
Toshi, would occasionally accompany her as they
turned a tea ceremony, haiku class, or other event
into a mild display of Fluxus-like performance art. It
is with a sense of greeting a good friend that we
welcome Ms. Ono back to Japan Society.

Our sincere thanks to the corporate sponsors, foun-
dation grantors, and individuals who made the exhi-
bition, its North American tour, and this ambitious
publication possible. We are grateful for the major
support provided by NTT DoCoMo, Inc.

Assistance from Apple Computer, Inc.; EMI Record-
ed Music, EMI Records Ltd., and Capitol Records,
Inc.; EMI Music Publishing; and Signatures Network,
Inc. also contributed significantly to the project. We
also appreciate grants from The Andy Warhol Foun-
dation for the Visual Arts; the E. Rhodes and Leona
B. Carpenter Foundation; The David Geffen Foun-
dation; and Marilyn and Jeffrey Katzenberg. Addi-
tionally, we offer special gratitude to Peter Shukat,
who assisted in our funding efforts. Finally, we want
to acknowledge the Lila Wallace-Reader’s Digest
Endowment Fund and the Friends of Japan Society
Gallery, whose ongoing support of Japan Society
Gallery programs is invaluable.

YES YOKO ONO has been organized by Japan Soci-
ety Gallery under the direction of Alexandra
Munroe in consultation with the artist's curator, Jon
Hendricks. Both deserve acknowledgment for pro-
ducing a spectacular show and this scholarly publi-
cation, whose contribution goes beyond the study
of Ms. Ono’s art to encompass the East-West history
of modern and contemporary art.

This ambitious project would not have been possi-
ble without the abiding support and cooperation of
Ms. Ono and Sam Havadtoy. We offer our tremen-
dous thanks for all they have done to help us realize
this important venture.

Michael I. Sovern
Chairman, Japan Society

William Clark, Jr.
President, Japan Society



Acknowledgments

The guiding inspiration of this exhibition and publi-
cation, YES YOKO ONO, has been to construct a
useful and illuminating survey of Ono’s art in all
media over a crucial period in the history of late
modernism. Such an undertaking would have been
impossible to achieve without the generous cooper-
ation of the artist herself. | am grateful for the un-
wavering faith that Yoko has shown toward me and
this project since we first began working together in
1995. Qver the years, she has shared her insights
and reminiscences and provided extraordinary back-
ground on the forces that have shaped her work.
Her keen perception and wonderful humor have en-
riched our discussions, as has her boundless intellec-
tual spirit and sense of the supernaturally divine.
Yoko also gave tremendous attention to the authors
during the research of their texts—an accessibility
that has assured this book lasting authority.

Ono once said that a dream you dream alone is only
a dream, but a dream we dream together is reality.
Sam Havadtoy has made this project possible at
every stage and at all levels of production, and |
thank him for his constant support, leadership, and
creative input. His dedication to Yoko Ono's art is
the mainstay of YES.

Jon Hendricks, who has worked with Ono as cura-
tor and archivist since 1989, first revealed Yoko's
seminal conceptualism to me while | was research-
ing an earlier exhibition of postwar Japanese art. His
profound and detailed knowledge of her work has
informed this exhibition and book and has inspired
numerous discoveries. It has been a rare privilege to
work with Jon as consulting curator on this project.
His essay here on Yoko Ono and Fluxus sheds light
on Yoko's Fluxus history, and his compilation of the
Anthology of artist's writings offers rich and
provocative testimony to Yoko's unique artistic vi-

sion. Jon guided the authors through the artist’s
archives, suggested directions for research, and his
manuscript reviews helped fine-tune each author’s
thinking, including my own. In thanking Jon we are
appreciative as well of Joanne Hendricks and Aurora
Hendricks. We also thank Sara Seagull for her assis-
tance in many ways.

This exhibition draws primarily from three collec-
tions: the artist's collection, New York; The Gilbert
and Lila Silverman Fluxus Collection, Detroit; and
the Gilbert and Lila Silverman Collection, also in De-
troit. We are grateful to these collections for their
generous loans. We also acknowledge the Collec-
tion Archiv Sohm, Staatsgalerie, Stuttgart, and Jon
and Joanne Hendricks for lending important work
to this show.

At the artist's Lenono Photo Archive, Karla Merrifeld
supplied with marvelous calm and order a seem-
ingly endless request for press clippings, broadcast
recordings, and photographs representing Ono’s en-
tire career. Her assistance with many aspects of this
book's research contributed to the success of our
production. Curt Fritzeen also facilitated our work
at the artist’s office, Studio One. We thank them for
their support and cooperation.

Shows have a way of being conceived simultane-
ously as books, and YES was from the start an
Abrams publication. | am grateful to publisher Paul
Gottlieb for his enthusiastic support of this project
and for his vision of the book’s significance. A
monograph of this scope could not have been ac-
complished without the talents of Margaret Chace,

Vice President and Managing Editor, and Nicole
Columbus, editor, who supervised its publication. At
Japan Society Gallery, Annie Van Assche compiled
the photographs—a daunting task—and oversaw
all new photography, scanning, and photo research.
She worked tirelessly in coordinating many aspects
of this project. General Editors Reiko Tomii and
Kathleen M. Friello did a masterful job of compiling
the manuscripts, editing this book, and working
closely with its eighteen authors. Dr. Tomii was in-
strumental in conceptualizing and organizing the
Yoko Works section. We were fortunate to engage
John Bigelow Taylor and Diane Dubler to produce
new photography of Yoko Ono's objects and
ephemera that are featured throughout. In
Jerusalem, Oded Lobl photographed several works
on view at the Israel Museum, for which we are
most grateful. All other photographers who con-
tributed to this book are listed under photography
credits. Our thanks also go to Lisa Overton of Big
Pink for her assistance on the scanned material.
| am grateful also to research assistants Fergus
McCaffrey and Midori Yoshimoto, and to translators
Dr. Tomii and Ms. Yoshimoto for making so many
previously unknown Japanese texts available to us.
The book's superb design is the work of Miko
McGinty. Rachel Tsutsumi assisted Miko in organiz-
ing the photographic material and in typesetting.

The range of Yoko Ono's work demanded an equal-
ly wide range of expertise. YES YOKO ONO features
essays and contributions by leading scholars and
critics in the visual arts, film, music, performance
studies, and cultural history, and we are indebted to
the following individuals for their important texts on
Ono. For Part Il, On Yoko: David A. Ross, Director,
San Francisco Museum of Modern Art; Murray Sayle,
writer on Japan for The New Yorker; and Jann S.



Wenner, Publisher of Rolling Stone magazine. For
Part Ill, Yoko Works: Bruce Altshuler, Director of
Studies for Graduate Programs, Christie’s Educa-
tion; Kevin Concannon, Adjunct Professor, Virginia
Commonwealth University; Edward M. Gomez, crit-
ic and novelist; Chrissie lles, Curator of Film and
Video, Whitney Museum of American Art; Joan
Rothfuss, Associate Curator of Visual Arts, Walker
Art Center; Kristine Stiles, Associate Professor, Duke
University; and Midori Yoshimoto, Ph.D. Candidate,
Department of Art History, Rutgers University. This
section, arranged in catalogue raisonné format,
provides an in-depth history and appreciation of
Ono’s work that should inspire a serious re-appraisal
not only of her art but of conceptualism itself. Spe-
cial thanks are due to these authors for their schol-
arly expertise. Global perspectives on Ono's recent
work have been supplied by curators who have
first-hand experience presenting her projects: Kai
Bauer, former commissioner of visual arts program-
ming, Langenhagen, and currently independent cu-
rator, Stuttgart; Achille Bonito Oliva, independent
curator, Rome, and 1993 commissioner of the Venice
Biennale; Nanjo Fumio, independent curator, Tokyo;
Pablo J. Rico, independent curator, Spain; and Lars
Schwander, Curator, Fotografisk Center, Copen-
hagen. Part IV represents an extensive documen-
tary and research effort on the part of Jon Hendricks
and the team of Kevin Concannon and Reiko Tomii.

This exhibition travels to several venues in North
America. | am grateful to David Ross, Director of the
San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, for his early
and abiding interest in this show and to each of my
colleagues who signed up early for the tour: Kathy
Halbriech, Director, and Joan Rothfuss, Associate
Curator, Walker Art Center; Marti Mayo, Director,
and Dana Friis-Hansen, former curator, Contempo-
rary Art Museum, Houston; and Jane Farver, Direc-
tor, MIT List Visual Arts Center, Cambridge. We look
forward to watching Yoko Ono's art and thought
expand with new meaning in today’s world.

When | assumed the directorship of Japan Society
Gallery in spring 1998, my plans for this exhibition
were well underway. | am grateful to Ambassador
William Clark, Jr., President of Japan Society, for his
enthusiastic embrace of this project and for his be-
lief in its importance within the overall program-
ming of the Society. John Wheeler, Vice President,
and Carl Schellhorn, Vice President and Treasurer,
have also provided support throughout. Each of the
following individuals contributed to Japan Society’s
presentation: Elizabeth Costa, Director, and Diana
Foster, Assistant Director, Development; Paula
Lawrence, Director, Performing Arts; Kyoko Hirano,
Director, Japan Society Film Center; Kate Cohen, Di-
rector, Communications, and Ruth Kaplan, press
consultant; Ruri Kawashima, Director, and Katharina
Belting, Senior Program Officer, U.S.-Japan Program.

In the Gallery, Assistant Director Jane Rubin superbly
managed every aspect of this exhibition and its am-
bitious tour. As | struggled with my new balancing
act of directing a museum and curating an exhibi-
tion, Jane compiled much of the object research
that forms the basis of this show. Together with Cu-
rator of Education, Annie Van Assche, they have
made YES everything we ever dreamed of. Others
whose hard work helped realize this project are
Assistant to the Director, Takahide Tsuchiya, and
Gallery interns Cynthia Elden, So Young Lee, Mori
Oda, and research associate Hyunsoo Woo.

The Gallery benefits from its Art Advisory Commit-
tee, chaired by Samuel Sachs, Il, and the Friends
of Japan Society Gallery. | am thankful for their sup-
port and encouragement of new directions and
scholarship in the field of Japanese art.

Alexandra Munroe
Director, Japan Society Gallery
and Exhibition Curator



Notes to the Reader

Japanese, Korean, and Chinese names are given in
the traditional order, surname first, except in the
case of individuals who primarily reside outside their
native countries and adopt the Western system
(e.g., Yoko Ono, Nam June Paik).

Macrons have been used to indicate long vowels in
Japanese names and words (e.g., Sogetsu). Com-
monly known city names and words adapted into
English have been given without macrons (e.g.,
Kyoto, Shinto).

Unless otherwise noted, all works reproduced are by
Yoko Ono.

As a rule, the date given for Yoko Ono's work indi-
cates its initial realization; where double dates are
given (e.g., 1955/1962), the first date indicates that
of initial conception or score, and the second, that of
its specific realization.

Dimensions of works are given, unless otherwise not-
ed, in order of height by width, for two-dimensional
objects; and height by length by depth, for three-
dimensional objects.

In citations of musical recordings, the name of the
featured performer precedes the song title (e.g.,
Plastic Ono Band, “Give Peace a Chance").

In cross-references, “no.” refers to entries in “Yoko
Works"; “pl." refers to plates in “Yoko Works," in-
cluding “Yoko Now"; and “fig” refers to all other il-
lustrations. “Anthology” refers to works in “An-
thology: Writings by Yoko Ono.”

For frequently cited books, exhibition catalogues,
and periodical and newspaper articles, as well as ti-
tles of exhibitions, concerts, and events, extensive
abbreviations are employed. Full data can be found
in the Chronology and Bibliography.

Authors for “Yoko Works":

Bruce Altshuler (BA)
Kevin Concannon (KC)
Edward M. Gomez (EG)
Chrissie lles (Cl)

Joan Rothfuss (JR)
Kristine Stiles (KS)
Midori Yoshimoto (MY)






Spirit of YES: The Art and Life of Yoko Ono

ALEXANDRA MUNROE

FIGURE 1.1

CEILING PAINTING
(YES PAINTING), 1966.
DETAIL

Yoko Ono. What comes to mind?

Extremes of opinion have shaped the public’s idea
of Yoko Ono since she first emerged in the New
York art world in the early 1960s. While her work
has often confounded critics, her faith in the power
of art to open and uplift the mind has touched mil-
lions. As an artist, poet, and composer working al-
ternatively at the fringe and mainstream of culture,
she has irked those who resist boundary-crossing.
Yet she emerges, over and over, as a forerunner of
new art forms that mix and expand different media.
Her work as an antiwar activist, like the global ads
for peace that she orchestrated with her husband,
John Lennon, have offered a kind of public instruc-
tion that carries a profoundly positive and transfor-
mative message: Imagine.

For decades, people around the world have celebrat-
ed her meaning while critics looked on, perplexed.

Why, one wonders—despite recent attempts that
focus on her contribution to Fluxus—has the canon
of postwar modernism been slow to accept Yoko
Ono’s art? Originally, the difficulty of categorizing
her work, the ambiguities of her insider/outsider
status to contemporary art movements such as Con-
ceptualism, and the unprecedented diversity of her
artistic worlds all presented obstacles. As a Japanese
woman artist emerging at a time when neither
Asians nor women had much place in modernism'’s
history, Ono had little framework for sustained criti-

cal support. And what potential she had to establish
her standing was all but destroyed by the torrent of
popular press that attended her life with “Beatle
John.” Although she was always admired as an
“artist's artist,” few critics have traced her travels
among the underground art worlds of New York,
Tokyo, and London to recognize the importance of
what she had to transmit, and fewer still fathomed
the complexity of Ono's cultural lineage that shaped
her seemingly cryptic ideas of art.

Even in the 1990s, as Ono became more and more
active in the international exhibition arena, her sheer
range of artistic expression and her poetic and intel-
lectual style continued to puzzle the art establish-
ment. The terminology to describe Ono's mind-
transformative art had yet to be found or agreed
upon; and the cataloguing, collecting, or display of
her mostly ephemeral works remained a challenge
most curators found daunting. The modern museum
system, wherein artists are categorized by tradition-
al media (e.g. painting) and where performance art,
film, and music are too often separated from muse-
um studies altogether, did not apply to Ono’s work—
which is by nature beyond and between genres,
open, unorthodox, and inventive rather than fixed in
any conventional sense. At a time when the art
world was ensnared in the politics of multicultural-
ism and its polemics of difference, Ono’s aspirations
for one world, one mind seemed fey and sentimen-
tal, too wishful for the divisive world that artists so
sensationalized at the end of the millennium.

i |
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On_insound
IN: like really in-within-inner-non-un-insane-crazed...

This is what Lennon meant when he remarked that
Yoko was the world's “most famous unknown
artist. Everybody knows her name, but nobody
knows what she does.”’

YES refers to the title of a 1966 work by Yoko Ono
(fig. 1.1, no. 7), shown at Indica Gallery, London.
Like so much of her art, it is instructional and like so
many of her instructions, it offers affirmation. John
Lennon got it, on his first meeting with Yoko: when
he climbed the ladder to peer at the framed paper
on the ceiling, he encountered the tiny word YES.
“So it was positive. | felt relieved.”?

Ono’s art is directed at transformation, a faith in the
mind’s power to realize good through the act of vi-
sualization. She uses language—minimal, epigram-
matic, poetic—to instruct us to dream, to wish, to
imagine, to think YES. Linguistic devices like paradox,
antisense, and humor provoke mystery, and mystery
in turn provokes us to question the nature of our-
selves and the world. Hers is a social art that relies on
participants—not just to be appreciated in the ab-
stract, but to be actually made real, completed. In her
1967 work Glass Keys to Open the Skies Ono trans-
forms ordinary keys into a Shinto-like votive object
and leaves the mind a box waiting to be unlocked
(no. 23). On a different scale, the text of her and

Lennon’s 1969 billboard campaign, “War Is Over! /If
You Want It,” suggests that the possibility to over-
come belligerance lies in our own imagination (no.
39). For Ono, the purpose of art is to push the mind
to become the ultimate “fabricator of truth.”3 These
aspects of her art and thought—ephemerality, meta-
physics, interactive participation—have guided her
prolific production in a range of media over four
decades.

Yoko Ono’s strategies reflect the discourse on art and
life that has dominated much of twentieth-century
avant-garde culture. To break down the boundaries
between high art and everyday life has been the
object of radical art and thought since Marcel
Duchamp took an ordinary porcelain urinal and ex-
hibited it as a Readymade sculpture entitled Foun-
tain in 1917. But unlike so many artists who have
framed the discourse in terms of the dichotomy of
art and life, who aim to take art off its pedestal to
look and behave like everyday things or events, Yoko
has maintained that art and life are neither oppos-
ing nor synonymous. Her work is not about simulat-
ing life, as in many of Allan Kaprow's Happenings
and Chris Burden's performances. Rather, she aims
to assimilate the consciousness of art into the fabric
of ordinary living through operations she calls “ritu-
als...to rationalize the irrationality in us, humans.”4

FIGURE 1.2

ON INSOUND AND ON
INSTRUCTURE IN PRO-
GRAM, CONTEMPORARY
AMERICAN AVANT-
GARDE MUSIC CONCERT,

YAMAICHI HALL, KYOTO,
Insound is a practice rather than music. 1964

Most of the insound pieces are spread by word of mouth.
The following is one of the insound pieces.

Stay in a room for a month.

Do not speak.

Do not see.

Whisper at the end of the month.

A word-of-mouth piece, a strip-tease piece and an audience
piece will be performed in this concert.

On instructure

Something that emerged from instruction and yet not quite
emerged-not quite structured-never quite structured...
like an unfinished church with a sky ceiling.

The instructures will be exhibited in the lobby.



The origins of Yoko Ono's art are linked to Fluxus,
an avant-garde movement that developed in lower
Manhattan during the late 1950s and early 1960s.
Ono was central to its early history and remained
closely associated with its community of artists and
revolutionary aesthetics. The conditions of Fluxus
were twofold: everyday existence is the site of art;
and dynamic intermedia, rather than static form, is
art's truest medium.® Arising from a Duchampian
Dadaism, Fluxus opposed the institutionalization
and commodification of art, advocating an alterna-
tive state of improvisation that is “non-art, anti-art,
nature, reality.”® The wide-ranging impact of John
Cage’s ideas on contemporary aesthetics—that art
and the means for its creation lie all around us—fur-
ther promoted an open environment where borders
between music, poetry, performance, and the visual
arts no longer existed. To Fluxus founder George
Maciunas, rainfall, a flight of a butterfly, and the
babble of a crowd are manifestations of “concrete”
life that ultimately surpass the “artificial world of
abstraction” found in the fine arts.” Ono's instructions
for music, paintings, events, objects, and film—many
of which were compiled in her influential 1964-71
anthology, Grapefruit—established the primacy of
concept, language, and participation that was cen-
tral to Fluxus as well as to Conceptual Art.

Through Maciunas, who adored Yoko, her Eastern
sensibility helped shaped such Flux-ideas as mini-
malism, poetics, and the investigation of the simple
and habitual acts of everyday life and their inherent
relation to art. Indeed, Ono's experiential and intu-
itive art played a key role in the transmission of
Eastern aesthetics to an international avant-garde
trained in postwar existential thought. From Dussel-
dorf to New York, artists of all media looked to the
East—Japan especially—for an alternative structure
and practice of existence that art could make trans-
parent. Building on a complex intellectual history
with roots in such modern thinkers as Friedrich
Nietzsche, Henri Bergson, and Suzuki Daisetz Teitaro
(D. T. Suzuki), the postwar generation repudiated the
vestiges of modern Western positivism and em-
braced an ontology lovingly informed by Daoism
and Zen. The reformulation of those philosophical
and deeply cultural traditions is one of the great-
est—and least examined—forces of modern art.
Cage’s influence is legendary, but he was by no
means the sole medium or catalyst. Yoko Ono, whose
work extends from Buddhist thought as well as from
haiku and Noh poetics—with their emphasis on min-
imalist form and suggestive (conceptual) imagery—
was also a powerful embodiment of those non-
Western aesthetics that ultimately transformed the
course of contemporary art. Her seminal texts “On
Insound” and “On Instructure,” which accompa-
nied her 1964 exhibition and concert in Kyoto, reveal

her approach to both music and object-making as a
practice, an unfinished process of concept transmis-
sion. Although her reliance on text is partly Fluxus,
her reliance on the spiritual imagination of the read-
er is wholly Ono (fig. 1.2).

So futuristic so long ago, Yoko Ono has consistently
appeared at the cutting edge of historic avant-garde
movements. But she ultimately occupies an indepen-
dent, even aristocratic, status that resists group iden-
tification. Although she was a progenitor and abid-
ing member of Fluxus, classification within it alone
is too hermetic and limiting: in the end, Ono was
more concerned with high poetry and ritual than
with Maciunas’s love of “low gags and Vaudeville.”
Although she was the first to make concept literally
the material of art with her exhibition of Instructions
for Paintings in Tokyo in 1962—years ahead of those
whose names would become associated with Con-
ceptual Art, like Lawrence Weiner or Joseph Kosuth—
she cannot be strictly categorized as a Conceptual
artist. Unlike theirs, Ono’s conceptualism is not en-
gaged in a political critique of the institutions of art
and their underlying structures of power and ideol-
ogy. Indeed hers is not a critique at all, but rather an
invitation to a magical unlocking of the mind. While
the Conceptualists embrace an aesthetics of nega-
tion (critique) to arrive at art’s radical dematerializa-
tion, Ono arrives at the same intangible, idea-based
form of art by embracing an experience of affirmation
(imagination). That she fabricated objects of nonart
materials, such as Plexiglas, in a reductive form allows
us to discuss her work in terms of Minimalist artists
like Donald Judd or Robert Morris. But as her objects
are imbued with more spirit than phenomenology,
more poetry than monumentality, she defies the
Minimalist title. Several of her film scripts, such as
Rape (no. 45), and song lyrics, such as “Sisters O
Sisters,” offer a bold commentary on women that
link her work to feminism. Yet her calls for women
to “build a new world” are more about mental free-
dom than critical theory, leaving her status as a
feminist artist ambiguous for the hard-liners. And
finally, although she has been the object of popular
culture since her association with John Lennon,
popular culture has never been the object of her art.
Even her events that reached mass audiences, such
as Bed-In for Peace or the War Is Over! billboard
campaigns, were more about using the media as a
tool of social transformation than critiquing the me-
dia as a tool of commodity culture—what preoccu-
pied Pop artists like Andy Warhol or Roy Lichtenstein.
We can remain baffled, or we can try to fashion
new art and cultural histories that navigate between
fringe and rock, avant-gardism and celebrity, Japan
and globalism, feminism and heroics.

Yoko Ono has created a world of objects and instal-
lations, films and music, instructions and texts,
events and performances that continue to engage
us on a remarkable level of metaphysical intelli-
gence, formal innovation, and poetic beauty. She
offers bits of time, perceptions, epiphanies that pro-
voke an encounter with life’s wit and wonder and
make us, hopefully, a little sager and more humane.
Guided by the suggestion of her 1966 instruction
YES, this project examines the enduring creative
force that has generated so legendary a figure in
our time.

If consciousness in Zen Buddhism equals “creativity
in every moment,” then it is possible to see Ono’s
art as an ongoing practice of what she calls fabricat-
ing consciousness.® As for a true poet, no element
of life is beyond her capacity to restructure its truth
to serve her own reality. Yoko Ono occupies that
fabricated world with steadfast belief, and her art
consists often of a simple invitation to participate:

FLY PIECE

Fly.

1963 summer

ORIGINS

One of Yoko Ono's most powerful childhood mem-
ories dates to the final months of World War Il in
Japan. The U.S. firebombings of Tokyo in March
1945 that left tens of thousands dead and the city a
vast charred ruin had forced Yoko's mother to evac-
uate her family to the countryside for safety. Yoko's
father, Ono Yeisuke, had been stationed in Hanoi
since 1942 as manager of Japan'’s leading wartime
bank, and no word from him had been heard for
the last year. Gathering her three children together
with the last family servant who had not been
pressed into military service, Mrs. Ono moved the
family to a rural farm village where the threat of air
raids was distant. For the next several months lead-
ing up to Japan’s surrender, the national economy
was devastated, starvation and suicide rampant,
and the cities from north to south an accumulating
ruin of war. Yoko, taunted by the local children for
“smelling like butter” (bata kusai)—a reference to
her being Americanized and a city gir—remembers
spending the afternoons hiding with her brother
Keisuke from the irate and unbalanced world out-
side. “Lying on our backs, looking up at the sky
through an opening in the roof, we exchanged
menus in the air and used our powers of visualiza-
tion to survive."? The imaginary realm and the sky
as a calling to vast, pale freedom would later be-
come hallmarks of Ono's mind-centered art.

MUNROE 13



FIGURE 1.3
ONO WITH HER PARENTS
IN SAN FRANCISCO, 1935
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By the time Yoko was twelve, when this story occurs,
she had spent half of her childhood in America, fol-
lowing her father’s banking business; painfully, her
identity was often that of an outsider, isolated by
others’ projections of “otherness.” As a child, Yoko
used that space of difference to strengthen her inde-
pendent resolve, and from an early age her teach-
ers, friends, and family remarked on her precocious
sense of free will. Ono's ability to imagine the
unthinkable—and do it—would become the very
content of her art. But the abiding image of being
incomplete and hidden, of loss and absence, and
the aspiration toward unity and connectedness that
marked her childhood would also become recurring
themes in her work.

Yoko Ono was born on February 18, 1933 in Tokyo.
Her mother, Isoko, was the granddaughter of Yasu-
da Zenijird, one of Japan’'s most famous merchant
princes.’® As founder of the Yasuda Bank, Zenjiro
built one of the largest zaibatsu, or financial com-
bines, in early modern Japan before he was assassi-
nated by a right-wing ultranationalist in 1921. He
was succeeded as head of the Yasuda Bank by
Isoko’s father, Zenzabur6. Inducted to the House of
Peers in 1915, Zenzaburo retired early from his busi-

ness career and, enjoying fabulous wealth, turned
his attention to the arts. Yoko has described her
mother as a quintessential moga, a term in vogue
during the Japan’s liberal twenties that conjures a
chic and worldly “modern girl.”"" By 1945, Yasuda
ranked as the fourth largest zaibatsu after Mitsui,
Mitsubishi, and Sumitomo.

What celebrity the Yasuda clan gained through its
formidable financial standing in Japanese society
the Ono family matched in genuine nobility and edu-
cational pedigree. Yoko's great-grandfather, Saisho
Atsushi, had been a viscount allied with the historic
campaign against the Tokugawa shogunate that
ushered in the Meiji Restoration of 1868. Saisho's
progressive streak marked his daughter Tsuruko
(Yoko's grandmother), who studied English and music
at a Protestant college and was converted to Chris-
tianity. She married Ono Eijird, the son of impover-
ished samurai, who eventually gave up academia for
banking, becoming president of the powerful Japan
Industrial Bank 2 His son Yeisuke, who married Yoko's
mother, earned degrees in both economics and
mathematics from Tokyo Imperial University. At the
time of Yoko’s birth, he was a high-ranking execu-
tive at the Yokohama Specie Bank, a semigovern-
mental foreign-exchange bank that was one of the
world’s largest until 1947, when Occupation au-
thorities reorganized it as a commercial bank and
renamed it the Bank of Tokyo. Yoko's half-Buddhist,
half-Protestant upbringing would influence her world-
view as she matured.

Of all her family attributes on both the Yasuda and
Ono sides,'? Yoko feels the greatest connection to
her father's passion for music. An aspiring pianist
who forwent a concert career for banking, Yeisuke
did all he could to encourage his eldest child to ful-
fill his own lost dream. At the prestigious Jiyd
Gakuen (School of the Free Spirit), a progressive
school for girls, as well as with home tutors, Yoko
received rigorous musical training in German lieder
singing, Italian opera, and classical piano. “My vocal
training was like athletics,” she recalls, “and | would
fall asleep at night in terror that my hands were too
small to meet my father's expectations.” ' Although
she would later rebel against the formalism of her
early education and reject her father's will, she re-
gards these years as the foundation of her work as a
composer and vocal artist. What Lennon called Yoko's
“revolutionary...sixteen-track voice” is grounded in
this foundation of classical training.'

Ono’s aristocratic heritage may account for her nat-
ural ease in moving among all the arts—music, po-
etry, performance, and painting. Central to elite
Japanese culture is the literati, or bunjin, ideal in
which the practice of the “three perfections” of
painting, poetry, and calligraphy and the “elegant
pursuits” of music and the board game go are uni-
versally acknowledged as superior ways to refine



the soul—life’s loftiest goal. For Japanese literati,

amateur delight was traditionally cultivated over.

professional gain, and spiritual content valued over
technical proficiency. To move among and between
art forms, seeking the higher self was the ideal. The
close reach of that literati model combined with her
later exposure to East Asian aesthetics in the con-
text of Cagean thought and American conceptions
of Zen may help explain the open range and essen-
tial poetics of Ono's art.

For most of Yoko's education while in Tokyo be-
tween the family’s American sojourns (1933-37,
1941-42), she attended Keimei Gakuin, a Christian
academy founded by the Mitsui family for children
who had lived abroad, and later Gakushdin, or Peers’
School. Gakushtin was exclusive to members and
relatives of the imperial family and Japanese parlia-
ment until after the war, when the peerage and
titles for all but the emperor and his immediate
family were dissolved. When Ono entered in April
1946, her schoolmates included Hirohito's two sons,
including the present emperor, Akihito; and Mishi-
ma Yukio, who later rose to international acclaim as
a novelist and caused a sensation when he commit-
ted ritual seppuku in 1970 to protest Japan's aber-
rant Westernization.

In 1952, Ono was accepted as the first female stu-
dent to enter the philosophy course at Gakushain
University. The euphoria of intellectual freedom that
came with the collapse of Japan's totalitarian rule
infused the high schools and universities across the
country, as students felt themselves agents of the
social and political reconstruction happening in their
midst. Ono, who had been relatively sheltered from
the ravages of World War I, was now affected by
this postwar aftermath and the radical intellectual
climate it fostered. While despair at the devastation
of fifteen years of war created a postsurrender psyche
of exhaustion, remorse, and despondency, an out-
pouring of relief, optimism, and liberation prevailed.
Receptivity to new social, political, and cultural
ideas created a spirit of freedom and openness un-
precedented in modern Japanese society. As histori-
an John W. Dower has written, “People were acutely
conscious of the need to reinvent their own lives.” ¢

As a student at Gakush@in during these heady years,
Ono was affected by the dominant intellectual move-
ments of Marxism and existentialism. Hundreds of
new left-wing journals appeared that were at the
forefront of cultural movements heralding change,
denouncing militarists, landlords, zaibatsu, and the
emperor-centered bureaucratic system. Pacifism re-
placed ultranationalism as the country’s ideological
faith. Leftists and progressive liberals, who had been
active in prewar discourse but were later suppressed,
reemerged to embrace the new ideals of democra-
¢y, respect for individuality, freedom of speech and
religion, and the renunciation of war and the military.

Modern selfhood and “autonomous subjectivity”
were central to creating a new society where individ-
uals could defend democracy and so prevent tyran-
ny and dictatorship from arising ever again in Japan.
Swept up by the fever, Ono was reading prerevolu-
tionary Russian authors like Tolstoy, Gorky, Chekhov,
and Dostoyevsky, and such modern philosophers as
Gide, Malraux, Hegel, and Marx. Eventually, Ono
too had to repudiate her past to participate in this
postwar revolution—whose ideals surely influenced
her leftist and antiwar politics of later years.

Besides Marxism, existentialism was the prevailing
philosophy of Japan’s postwar intelligentsia. The
central philosophical problem in the writings of
Kierkegaard, Heidegger, and Sartre that were so
popular at the time was being—a state revealed by
simple reflection on one’s concrete existence in time
and space. In the bleak wake of Hiroshima and
Auschwitz, belief in the individual's power to affect
the drastic scheme of history was slight. Existence—

FIGURE 1.4

ONO, CA. 1961
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the basic facts of an individual’s presence and par-
ticipation in the world—was the sum of random
choice, bracketed by vast nothingness on either side
of birth and death. To writers like Dazai Osamu and
Abe Kobo who described Japan’'s postwar gestalt
in such best-selling novels as No Longer Human and
The Woman in the Dunes, existentialism provided a
structure of both literary style and philosophical
truth. Their ideas strongly appealed to the postwar
Japanese avant-garde as it rose from the ashes of
World War I, and provided the context for Ono as
she began to distance herself from her family to
articulate her own form of spiritual philosophy and
creative activity. “My strength at that time was
to separate myself from the Japanese pseudo-
sophisticated bourgeoisie. | didn't want to be one
of them. | was fiercely independent from an early
age and created myself into an intellectual that
gave me a separate position.”!”

Ono's choice of philosophy as a major at Gakushdain
reveals what would become the artist’s fundamen-
tal interest in the nature of reality, existence, and
mind. So much of her work, as we shall see, en-
gages these metaphysical questions on an immediate
level—provoking, upending, mirroring our received
notions so as to incite a new encounter with one’s
self and the nature of being. These encounters,
which she called "events,” are designed to break
through banal reality to recover, in an often decep-
tively simple act, a moment of emptiness that she
calls “wonderment.” In her influential 1966 text,
“To the Wesleyan People,” Ono articulates her ap-
proach that draws on her early and abiding interest
in both modern Western and Eastern metaphysical
thought: “After unblocking one’s mind, by dispens-
ing with visual, auditory, and kinetic perceptions,
what will come out of us? Would there be any-
thing? | wonder. And my Events are mostly spent in
wonderment.” '8

Ultimately, Yoko became disillusioned with academic
philosophy at Gakushain. In late 1952, after two se-
mesters, she moved with her family to Scarsdale,
New York, to join her father who had recently as-
sumed the directorship of America’s Bank of Tokyo's
operations. She enrolled at Sarah Lawrence, a pres-
tigious liberal arts college for women in nearby
Bronxsville, where she focused on contemporary
poetry and composition.

More and more at odds with her parents, whom she
saw as artists who had failed to fulfill their talent in
order to serve the cause of the “suffocating” Yasu-
da and Ono legacies, Yoko, either by resolve or im-
pulse or both, determined to break away, to sunder
her family’s connection. The avant-garde, a world of
ideas and possibilities, offered an escape at least
to a conceptual freedom. In 1955, she dropped out
of Sarah Lawrence, eloped with a young Japanese
pianist and composer, Ichiyanagi Toshi, and moved

to Manhattan. “The pressure of becoming a Yasuda/
Ono was so tremendous—intellectual, social, aca-
demic, and bourgeois pressure. Unless | rebelled
against it | wouldn‘t have survived.”®

NEW YORK: ASIAN THOUGHT AND THE
AVANT-GARDE

Yoko Ono arrived in New York when a convergence
of East Asian aesthetics, poetry, and metaphysics
and elements of Euro-American modernism were
upending traditional art forms. Reacting against the
heroics of Abstract Expressionism and the commer-
cialism of high modernism, the new movements—
Neo-Dada, Assemblage, Happenings, and Fluxus—
championed anarcho-cultural sensibilities drawn
from Dada, Western phenomenology and existen-
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tialism, and notions of minimalism, indeterminacy,
and everyday realism extracted from Buddhist
thought. Loss of faith in “high modernism” and
“progressive rationalism” spurred a subversive and
philosophical interest in non-Western cultures—es-
pecially of China and Japan—to the extent that the
1963 Fluxus Manifesto summoned the vanguard to
“Purge the World of ‘Europanism’! 2% They chal-
lenged the staid idealism of bourgeois (Western)
culture and its corollary angst of subjective alien-
ation. But the so-called “anti-art” movements were
far from negative. Their affirmative subject was
everyday life and its natural, often humorous, rela-
tion to art. Theirs was a cry to give art back to a so-
cial, rather than merely aesthetic, realm of meaning.
Just as earlier manifestations of Dada and anti-art
arose in Zurich in response to the cultural and moral
blight wrought by World War I, when all that mod-
ernist progress had promised went severely wrong,
so too the postwar avant-garde, emerging from the
holocausts of World War II, renounced the abstrac-
tions of high art for the poetry of quotidian exis-
tence. Once again, concrete everyday being was the
only universal a humanist could place any faith in—
only this time, that universal was cast largely in
terms of Asian philosophy and aesthetics. In this
milieu, certain Japanese artists abroad, including
Ono, were embraced and assimilated as mediums
of a non-Western, antirationalist aesthetic.?

The exploration of Asian thought in American art
was linked to a broad intellectual and cultural
movement that sought alternatives to modern
Western rationalism and utilitarianism. It also evolved
from a desire to seek Jungian affinities among mod-
ern and indigenous cultures, to identify some com-
mon spirituality. “It's not simply the realization that
boundaries don’t count, but that in the most impor-
tant issues there are no boundaries,” Fluxus artist
Dick Higgins later explained.?? The aspects of Bud-
dhist thought, especially Zen, that countered mod-
ern Western philosophies were its radical empiri-
cism and embrace of spontaneous, unmediated
experience.??

In America, the roots of this postwar engagement
date to the early twentieth century, when the Asian
thinkers Okakura Kakuzo (Tenshin), Ananda Cooma-
raswamy, and D. T. Suzuki first promoted an aes-
thetics of the East whose genius was—as Okakura
wrote in The Book of Tea in 1906—"the adoration

of the beautiful among the sordid facts of everyday
existence.”?* The move in modern art, informed by
Asian philosophy and championed by Vasily Kandin-
sky, from representation of the visible to an expres-
sion of “the inner spiritual side of nature,” had an
impact on American artists like Mark Tobey, John
Graham, and Isamu Noguchi. In their articulation of
spiritual content, these and other interwar and early
postwar artists drew from contemporary writings on
Daoism and Buddhism by such figures as Arthur
Waley, R. H. Blyth, and Alan Watts. Several, includ-
ing Tobey and Noguchi, traveled to Japan and China
to study firsthand the distilled conceptual power of
calligraphy, ink painting, rock gardens, haiku, and
the art of tea. By the early 1950s, when D. T. Suzu-
ki's lectures on Zen at Columbia University were the
sensation of the New York art world, Asian art and
thought was the preferred paradigm for much of the
American avant-garde. The aspiration toward satori-
like transcendence, which others found through
drug experimentation, became central to the avant-
garde imagination. From Happenings to the Beat
generation and the San Francisco Renaissance po-
ets, American Zen was ascendent. The Dao, Suzuki
often explained, “is no more than one’s everyday
experience...when you begin to think, you miss the
point.”25

Suzuki's disciple John Cage was widely influential
through creating and transmitting an alternative
modernist aesthetic founded in Asian thought. His
legendary 1952 composition of silence, 433", that
tacitly turned the surrounding environmental sounds
(of an increasingly restless audience) into music,
demonstrated his revolutionary axiom, “let sounds
be themselves.” His experiments in chance and in-
determinacy aspired to “imitate nature in her man-
ner of operation” and reflected his interest in the
| Ching, the Chinese book of divination.?® Ambient,
everyday, found sounds—such as those he scored
for Water Music—made music of the ephemeral,
accidental, and impersonal noises of modern life
(fig. 1.5). Cage also dramatically privileged process
and audience participation over the composer’s
“genius.” These ideas resonated with Ono as she
began to score her own work for music, events, and
objects. “The essence of Zen that connected with
Cage and all of us was a sense of laughter,” Ono re-
marks. “Laughter is God's language.”?’

Ono first met Cage at one of Suzuki's lectures in the
mid-1950s. Her friendship grew through her hus-
band, Ichiyanagi Toshi, who was associated with
Cage and would later emerge as one of Japan's pre-
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eminent electronic composers. Ichiyanagi had come
to New York on a scholarship for the Juilliard School
of Music. A precocious musician, he was trained in
classical music but distinguished himself early as
a composer of twelve-tone music in the tradition
of Arnold Schonberg and Alban Berg. Electronic
composition fascinated Ichiyanagi, who knew Edgard
Varese and was an early follower of Karlheinz
Stockhausen. Ichiyanagi, an accomplished pianist
and score-writer as well, was often commissioned
to transcribe scores for an emerging group of avant-
garde composers in New York and would occa-
sionally perform in their concerts. By 1959, when
Ichiyanagi attended John Cage’s historic class in
Experimental Composition at the New School for
Social Research, he and Ono were regulars in the
Cage circle, which included Morton Feldman,
Richard Maxfield, David Tudor, Stefan Wolpe, and
Merce Cunningham.

This early Fluxus period in New York saw artists de-
veloping a form of notation known as “event
scores.” Derived from Cage’s codes of musical com-
positions, these terse instructions proposed mental
and/or physical actions to be carried out by the
reader/performer. These event scores were indebted
as well to Marcel Duchamp, who in 1957 stated
that the creative act could only be completed by the
spectator. The early Fluxus scores were character-
ized by clarity and economy of language; to rein-
force their status as art, artists often signed and dat-
ed them. They could be performed in the mind as a
thought (their visualization being performative), or
as a physical performance before an invited audi-
ence. The events described basic actions, such as
George Brecht's score, “exit” (fig. 1.6), or could
pose the reenactment of certain habits of daily life.
Humor was an essential ingredient. Along with
Brecht and the composer La Monte Young, Yoko
Ono was among the first to experiment with the
event score and its conceptual use of language as a
form of art.

Ono’s event scores evolved from a range of literary
and metaphysical traditions that combined Ducham-
pian poetics and irony with haiku and the Zen
koan. Ono’s instruction pieces, with their distilled

FIGURE 1.6

GEORGE BRECHT, WORD
EVENT, 1961. OFFSET
ON PAPER

conflation of image and word, epigrammatic struc-
ture, and frequent reference to nature (skies, clouds,
water), recall haiku's "quality of surreality” and
“complex of multiple implications.”?® They convey
wit, elegance, and profundity through irrational, of-
ten punning phrases intended to jolt the reader/
viewer to a higher state of awareness. Contrary to
the existentialist notions of nonsense and nothing-
ness that reflect a subjectified, alienated, and pes-
simistic world of meaning, the Japanese literary and
Duchampian views that Ono embraced share an af-
firmation of being and existence through a meta-
physics of the everyday here and now.

The Zen koan offer another correspondence to Ono's
event scores. These brief phrases—some a single
character long and others such cryptic statements
as “To turn a somersault on a needle’s point”—are
used as contemplative tools between master and
disciple whose meaning, once grasped, leads to an
experience of satori (enlightenment). In Mystics and
Zen Masters, a classic American book on Zen well-
known to the Fluxus circle, Thomas Merton writes:
“The heart of the kdan is reached, its kernel is at-
tained and tasted, when one breaks through into
the heart of life as the ground of one’s own con-
sciousness.”?? His quote of the fourteenth-century
master Bassui resonates with Ono's strategy:

When your questioning goes deeper and deeper
you will get no answer until finally you will reach
a cul-de-sac, your thinking totally checked. You
won't find anything within that can be called “1”
or “Mind.” But who is it that understands all this?
Continue to probe more deeply yet and the mind
that perceives there is nothing will vanish; you will
no longer be aware of questioning but only of
emptiness. When awareness of even emptiness
disappears, you will realize that there is no Bud-
dha outside Mind and no Mind outside Buddha.
Now for the first time you will discover that when
you do not hear with your ears you are truly hear-
ing and when you do not see with your eyes you
are really seeing Buddhas of the past, present and
future. But don't cling to any of this, just experi-
ence it for yourself.

Some Fluxus scores feature banal and absurd ele-
ments of modern consumerism. Ono’s work pro-
vokes contemplation on a different, even supernat-



FIGURE 1.7

LIGHTING PIECE, 1955.
SOGETSU ART CENTER,
TOKYO, 1962

ural, level of human existence. One of her earliest
scores was composed in 1955 and performed in
New York in 1961 and Tokyo in 1962 (fig. 1.7; no. 1):

LIGHTING PIECE
Light a match and watch till it goes out.

1955 autumn

In this and several of Ono's instruction pieces,
she isolates a sensory act of everyday life to bring
us in direct encounter with the self—what in Zen
terms is “self-being.” She calls events an “additional
act,” another dimension of art that provokes aware-
ness of ourselves, our environment, our actions.
In her 1966 work, 9 Concert Pieces for John Cage,

she scores Breath Piece with the simple instruction,
“Breathe” and Sweep Piece with the instruction,
“Sweep.”3% To Yoko, art is not a studio process
but the process itself of living. It is experiential,
sensual, and intuitive. In a critical definition of how
her approach differs from Kaprow's Happenings,
she wrote: “Art is not merely a duplication of life.
To assimilate art in life, is different from art duplicat-
ing life.”3

Unlike Brecht, who sometimes scored music for mo-
tor vehicles, train stations, and grocery deliveries,
Ono's scores often suggest a realm of the wonder-
fully implausible and imaginary. At first glance, their
conceptual aspect is less philosophical than whole-
heartedly nonsensical in the tradition, say, of Lewis
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FIGURE 1.8
SHADOW PAINTING
(CANVAS VERSION),
1961. INSTALLATION
VIEW, AG GALLERY,
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Carroll. Yet Yoko uses humorous nonsense for seri-
ous intent. By tossing logic and all it represents
away, she prompts us to create and experience a
“mind-world.”

SUN PIECE
Watch the sun until it becomes square.

1962 winter

To Ono, the mind-world is superior to the actual
world that defines our “cluttered” lives because it
goes “beyond time.” Her more implausible instruc-
tions spring the reader/viewer from a state of com-
placency to a threshold of mental reflection:

The mind is omnipresent, events in life never hap-
pen alone and history is forever increasing its vol-
ume. At this point, what art can offer (if it can at
all—to me it seems) is an absence of complexity, a
vacuum through which you are led to a state of
complete relaxation of mind. After that you may
return to the complexity of life again, it may not
be the same, or it may be, or you may never re-
turn, but that is your problem.??

In Grapefruit (1964), Ono categorized her instruc-
tion pieces under sections marked Music, Painting,
Event, Poetry, and Object (later editions included
Dance and Film). Of these, the pieces for her In-
struction Paintings are historically the most signifi-
cant (nos. 2, 3). In 1960, Ono rented a cold-water
loft at 112 Chambers Street and initiated a historic
concert series that ran for seven months, through
June 1961. Organized with La Monte Young, the
“"Chambers Street series” featured artists, musi-
cians, dancers, and poets who were at the cutting
edge of the new avant-gardism in American art. To-
gether with Reuben Gallery where Kaprow’s Hap-
penings were first staged and the Judson Gallery,
Ono's Chambers Street series is recognized as a
historic forum for the development of the kind of



radical new strategies and media that would define
much of sixties art. The series attracted such leg-
endary figures as Peggy Guggenheim and Marcel
Duchamp, as well as George Maciunas, who soon
drew many of the artists into his Fluxus collective.
Ono presented some of the earliest versions of her
pieces at Chambers Street. Later, in July 1961, she
exhibited them under the title Instruction Paintings
at Maciunas's AG Gallery on Madison Avenue.??

The radical element of Ono's Instruction Paintings is
the concept that painting can be separated into two
functions—instruction and realization. Unlike a fin-
ished Pollock or Johns, her sumi-ink canvases at AG
Gallery required an action or an idea on the part of
the viewer for their completion. Visitors were invit-
ed to walk on Painting to Be Stepped On, a torn
piece of linen lying on the floor, and to drip water
on Waterdrop Painting (figs. 6.3-4). Shadow Paint-
ing, a blank piece of linen hanging beside a win-

FIGURE 1.9
UNTITLED, CA. 1961.
SUM/I INK ON CANVAS

dow, was completed when shadows hit its surface
in random and fleeting patterns (fig. 1.8). Art News
critic Gene R. Swenson offered the following de-
scription of Smoke Painting, whose canvas viewers
were asked to burn:

Yoko Ono has made a “smoke painting.” It con-
sists of a grimy unstrung canvas with a hole in it.
Into the hole she has stuck a burning candle,
withdrawing it when the canvas began to smolder
and smoke on its own. The painting’s limited life
was shortened by one minute for this report, its
living presence snuffed out by a damp cloth as
soon as the idea became clear.?*

While Ono would soon renounce the canvas object,
leaving the written instruction alone to stand in for
“painting,” her choice of sumi ink in these and re-
lated works shown at AG Gallery is significant (fig.
1.9). Revealing an abstract, calligraphic use of tradi-
tional ink on paper, these works are far from seduc-
tive exercises in Japanism. They relate instead to a
move in modern East Asian calligraphy from a
breakdown of the written character toward a total
gestural abstraction—a metaphysics of the “dy-
namic movement of life.”3> Calligraphy’s reductive
form, minimal materiality, and essential expression-
ism appealed to Ono, who, like Korean-born artist
Nam June Paik, injected action-based ink works into
the Fluxus lexicon (fig 1.10).

FIGURE 1.10

LA MONTE YOUNG,
COMPOSITION 1960
#10, OCTOBER 1960;
REALIZED BY NAM JUNE
PAIK AS ZEN FOR HEAD,
1962. INK AND TOMATO
JUICE ON TRANSPARENT
PAPER. MUSEUM
WIESBADEN
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The significance of Ono’s AG Gallery show in the
history of Fluxus and Conceptual Art has only re-
cently come to light. Along with her now-historic
1961 concerts at the Village Gate and Carnegie
Recital Hall (fig. 1.11; no. 52), contemporary critics
such as Jill Johnston of the Village Voice were “al-
ternately stupefied and aroused”3® by Ono's art.
Nothing like it had ever existed before. Ono’s radical
strategies were at least five years ahead of the criti-
cal discourse on the “dematerialization of the art
object” framed by Lucy Lippard, a discourse that
defined “work in which the idea is paramount and
the material form secondary, lightweight, ephemeral,
cheap, unpretentious, and/or ‘dematerialized.’"37 In

fact, Ono’s early work in New York from 1960 until
her departure for Tokyo in early 1962 gave realiza-
tion to an aesthetic of “idea art” that became cen-
tral to Maciunas's Fluxus movement, which he offi-
cially founded in the summer of 1961 and that
opened the way for Conceptual Art practices of the
mid-1960s.

Writing in 1966, Ono stated:

“ldea” is what the artist gives, like a stone thrown
into the water for ripples to be made. Idea is the
air or sun, anybody can use it and fill themselves
according to their own size and shape of his
body.... Instruction painting makes it possible to
explore the invisible, the world beyond the exist-
ing concept of time and space. And then some-
times later, the instructions themselves will disap-
pear and be properly forgotten.*®

TOKYO: “BLUE CHAOS” AND ONO’S
CONCEPTUALISM

After a decade away, Yoko Ono returned to Japan
in March 1962. Ichiyanagi, who had moved back to
Tokyo in the fall, had arranged for her exhibition
and concert at Sogetsu Art Center, the center of
avant-garde art and performance. Still separated
from her family, Ono returned to Japan with her for-
mer privileges stripped. The city of wartime ruins
she had left as a young college student had
emerged, like a phoenix from ashes, as the world’s
first megalopolis—a sprawling industrial combine
poised to host the summer Olympics of 1964.
Politically, the idealism she remembered of her
Gakushdin years had been sobered by the harden-
ing cold war in Northeast Asia. Adoration of Ameri-
ca as Japan’s liberator and teacher of democracy
had turned into mass protest against “Americaniza-
tion”—encompassing the encroachments of Holly-
wood, nuclear threat, supermarkets, and prostitutes
serving the American forces. Always working out
the odds of her Japanese and American identity,
Yoko personally found her years back “home”
among her most isolated and difficult. But at age
twenty-nine, in Tokyo, she saw her unique artistic
vision come into full realization.

Ono arrived at an explosive moment in the Japanese
avant-garde. Artists clamored to take art out of the
art system, mixing genres and experimenting with
language, street performance, and sound art to cre-
ate an alternative expression rooted in the realities
of everyday life rather than the conventions of high
art. Anti-art collectives were staging events, con-
certs, and exhibitions that were euphoric in their
abandonment of orthodox modernism and its re-
liance on traditional Western media and studio
practices like oil painting.3? Emerging like Fluxus in
the cold aftermath of World War II, where the hor-
rific consequences of modern rationalism were laid



bare, the Japanese avant-garde reveled in anarchis-
tic forms of art and performance to subvert, parody,
and critique the political establishment. It took aim
at Americanization, mass consumerism, and nuclear
threat, and found solace in existentialism, absurdism,
and the Buddhist void.

With assistance from Ichiyanagi, who was now a
star in Tokyo's experimental music community, Ono's
concerts and exhibitions gained attention among
the underground mainstream of Tokyo's avant-
garde. Music improvisationalists Kosugi Takehisa,
Yasunao Tone, and Shigeko Kubota of Group On-
gaku; experimental media artist Yamaguchi Katsuhi-
ro; Hi Red Center's Akasegawa Genpei and Nakan-
ishi Natsuyuki; the Butoh dancer Hijikata Tatsumi;
and the influential critics Takiguchi Shazd and
Akiyama Kuniharu would all welcome Ono’s activi-
ties. She participated in their events, including Hi
Red Center’s famous Shelter Plan (fig. 1.12) and
Tone’s conceptual jury and exhibition, Tone-Prize
Composition, held in October 1964 (fig. 9.3).4° Her
work was reviewed in the leading art journals and
discussed by top contemporary art critics like Téno
Yoshiaki. Together with her Fluxus friend, composer
Nam June Paik, who was active in Tokyo around the
same time, Ono introduced several members of
Group Ongaku and Hi Red Center to the Fluxus col-
lective, and so helped generate a critical exchange
among the New York, Tokyo, and European avant-
gardes all dedicated to forging a post-atomic art
that found meaning in the essential irrationality of
modern urban life.

FIGURE 1.12

ONO PARTICIPATING

IN HI RED CENTER'S
SHELTER PLAN. SELECT-
ED FRAMES FROM
JONOUCHI MOTOHARU,
SHELTER PLAN, VIDEO
TRANSFERRED FROM
16MM FILM, 1964.
MUSEUM OF CONTEMP-
ORARY ART, TOKYO

Ono staged her first concert and exhibition, Works
of Yoko Ono, at Tokyo's Sogetsu Art Center in May
1962 (no. 27). The Events and Music sections pre-
sented sixteen individual pieces for the stage that
featured recorded sounds of everyday noises like
telephone rings, contact microphone sounds of
people moving around on stage, and repetitive so-
matic actions like sweeping. Ono had performed
some of the works previously in New York, such as
Of a Grapefruit in the World of Park and AOS—To
David Tudor—an opera of “blue chaos” (ao is
Japanese for “blue,” “os” is from “chaos”) composed
of a cacophony of recorded and live speeches in dif-
ferent languages. The Sogetsu concert established
Ono as among the most experimental composers
and performers of the Fluxus/Cagean vanguard.

Concurrently on view at Sogetsu were Ono's In-
structions for Paintings (fig. 1.13; no. 3). This proj-
ect, related to the AG Gallery exhibition, was based
on a series of instructions for “paintings to be con-
structed in your head.” Dismissing the tradition of
art as an “original” expression by the hand of the
artist, she asked Ichiyanagi to copy the instructions
in his fine Japanese script on ordinary sheets of pa-
per. For Painting to Let the Evening Light Go
Through, the instructions required the viewer to
hang a bottle behind a canvas “where the west
light comes in. The painting will exist when the bot-
tle creates a shadow on the canvas, or it does not
have to exist” (no. 8). The idea that calligraphy
made the written language into a visual object, like
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a painting, may have reinforced the acceptance of
Ono's instructions as objects of art. She then taped
these sheets, some twenty-two, to the Sogetsu
gallery wall. With this gesture, Ono quietly over-
threw the entire Western tradition of painting and
its primacy of illusion and object over pure concept.
As art historian Reiko Tomii has written:

Yoko Ono revoked the self-sufficient body of the
painting: not only was paint replaced by language,
the structural syntax of the medium was also laid
bare. Moreover, the role of the viewer was recon-
figured as an active agent who completed the art-
work either physically by her/his making it, or sim-
ply as a mental process.*!

Although few critics recognized her innovation at
the time, Ono's Instructions for Paintings are a wa-
tershed in the history of Conceptual Art. In Lucy Lip-
pard and John Chandler’s historic 1968 essay, “The
Dematerialization of Art,” the origins of Conceptu-
alism are credited to those artists who had “almost
entirely eliminated the visual-physical element” to
forge an “ultra-conceptual or dematerialized art.”4?
Although Ono is not mentioned, she was in fact
among the first to do just that.

Instructions for Paintings share several formal ele-
ments of what later became canonized as “official”
Conceptual Art. The acrylic-on-canvas paintings in
New York—based Japanese artist On Kawara's Today
Series (fig. 1.14), a serial accumulation of works
that the artist has produced continuously since
1966, are significant for the elimination of all sub-
ject matter but the stark image of a stenciled date
that corresponds to the day each was made. Like
Ono, Kawara replaces visuality with language, cre-
ating a work that functions like a sign. Yet where
Kawara’s conceptualism lies in his reduction of art
to an operation of infinite sameness—the dogged
registration of time’s relentless passing and the para-
dox of eternal time and relative existence—Ono's
pen-on-paper instructions for “paintings to be con-
structed in your head” make all but the notation for
a conceptual art vanish. In a move once again re-
moved from the artist’s hand, Ono made photo-
copies of the instructions Ichiyanagi had copied out
and suggested they stand in for the “art” itself.4?

Conceptualism, which gained recognition as an in-
ternational movement in the mid-1960s, developed
from a range of “art as idea” and “art as action”
practices. Their common impulse was, as critic Ben-
jamin Buchloh has termed it, a “withdrawal of visu-
ality."4* Rejecting expressionism and the hallowed
aura of objecthood, it favored a philosophical, cog-
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PAINTING TO SEE THE
SKIES, 1962. INK ON
PAPER. COLLECTION OF
GILBERT AND LILA
SILVERMAN, DETROIT

PAINTING TO SEE THE SKIES

Drill two holes into a canvas.
Hang it where you can see the sky.

(Change the place of hanging.
Try both the front and the rear
windows, to see if the skies are
different.)

1961 summer

—From Grapefruit (1964)
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nitive process aimed at redefining the role of the
object as a carrier of meaning. The proposal inherent
in Conceptualism, as championed independently by
Henry Flynt (a Fluxus artist who coined the term
“concept art” in 1961), Sol LeWitt, and Joseph Ko-
suth, was to replace the traditional aesthetic experi-
ence with devices that reduced art to a linguistic
definition or empirical structure. Spoken or written
language, mathematics, numbering, documentary
photography, and “analytic propositions” all en-
tered the artistic realm. For example, Kosuth's
Meaning from the series Titled (Art as Idea as Idea)
presents a photostat of the dictionary definition of
“meaning,” making the material reality of the work
the object of its pictorial depiction (fig. 1.15). “The
absence of reality in art is exactly art's reality,” Ko-
suth stated.*®

In North America, Conceptual artists commonly em-
ployed language, nonsense, participation, and mini-
malism to serve a theoretical end—to critique the
art system and the definition of art itself. Yoko Ono
used identical means to probe different, more meta-
physical issues: the nature of being or, in the words
of critic Miyakawa Atsushi, “to posit the mirror as
a primary form of the imaginary...going beyond
genres and categories to include all art and
thought.”4® Where LeWitt and Kosuth presented
philosophical discourse as art, often conflating the
manifesto, the theoretical proposal, and the art-
work into a single interlocking system, Ono’s less-
weighty philosophical theorems were structurally
more provocative than didactic, more open than
tautological. She used language but language itself
was not her concern; experience was. While artists
like Hans Haacke became increasingly devoted to
the statistical collection of factual information and
refused any transcendental dimension to their
work, Ono sought the opposite: the imaginary was
her empirical truth. Her proto-Conceptual work of
the early 1960s expresses a growing commitment to
art as a “ritual” for experiencing truth that resides
only in a “fabricated” or conceptual realm of con-
sciousness. In a remarkable essay published in a
Japanese art journal in 1962, she writes:

| cannot stand the fact that everything is the accu-
mulation of “distortion” owing to one’s slanted
view. | want the truth. | want to feel the truth by
any possible means. | want someone or some-
thing to let me feel it. | can[not] trust the...manip-
ulation of my consciousness. | know no other way
but to present the structure of a drama which
assumes fiction as fiction, that is, as fabricated

truth .47

In October of 1962, Ichiyanagi arranged through
Ségestu Art Center for John Cage and David Tudor
to visit Japan and perform several concerts. Ono
participated in these programs, appearing in Cage’s
premiere performances of Music Walk and Arias for

FIGURE 1.14

ON KAWARA,
WEDNESDAY, DEC.
125 19789, 1979
SYNTHETIC POLYMER
PAINT ON CANVAS,
18% X 24%" (46.4 X
62.5 CM). THE MUSEUM
OF MODERN ART, NEW
YORK. BLANCHETTE
ROCKEFELLER FUND
PHOTOGRAPH © 2000
THE MUSEUM OF MOD-
ERN ART, NEW YORK

FIGURE 1.15

JOSEPH KOSUTH,
MEANING, CA. 1967.
PHOTOSTAT ON PAPER
MOUNTED ON WOOD
THE MENIL COLLECTION,
HOUSTON
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mean-ing (meén’in), n. 1. what is meant; what is in-
tended to be, or in fact is, signified, indicated, referred
to, or understood: signification, purport, import, sense,
or significance: as, the meaning of a word. 2. [Archaic],
intention; purpose. adj. 1. that has meaning; signifi-
cant; expressive.
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Solo Piano with Fontana Mix. Increasingly, however,
Ono felt limited by her associations with her famous
husband and “Jesus Christ,” as John Cage was
known to his followers. “The whole avant-garde
world seemed bourgeois to me,” she reflected.
“Who was | beyond Toshi’s wife and John Cage’s
friend?”48 The burden of once again being recog-
nized as an Ono/Yasuda in Japanese society was
also debilitating. Exhausted and depressed, she
checked into a sanatorium in Tokyo. When she
emerged several months later, her affections had
shifted to a young American artist, Anthony Cox,
whose daughter, Kyoko, she bore in 1963.

During this period, Ono compiled her instructions,
scores, and poems for the publication of Grapefruit
(no. 4). “Grapefruit was like a cure for myself with-
out knowing it,” Yoko reflected. "It was like saying,
‘Please accept me. | am mad.’ Those instructions are
like that—a real need to do something to act out
your madness. As long as you are behaving prop-
erly, you don't realize your madness and you go
crazy."49 But Ono’s relationship to Conceptualism is
hardly that of an Outsider artist. Like An Anthology
(1963), edited by La Monte Young, Grapefruit is a
seminal text in the history of Conceptual Art. As
critic David Bourdon has stated,

Grapefruit is one of the monuments of conceptu-
al art of the early 1960s. She has a lyrical, poetic
dimension that sets her apart from the other con-
ceptual artists. Her approach to art was only
made acceptable when white men like Kosuth
and Weiner came in and did virtually the same
things as Yoko, but made them respectable and
collectible.>®

Cox strongly believed in Yoko's art, and over the
next four years helped produce and promote her ac-
tivities in Tokyo, New York, and London. During
their remaining time in Japan, Ono staged several
events, including an all-night “touch” concert at
the Zen temple Nanzenji in Kyoto (no. 29); her pre-
miere performance of Cut Piece (no. 30); an exhibi-
tion at the vanguard Naiqua Gallery where she first
presented Fly (no. 28); and a farewell concert at
Sogetsu in August 1964 entitled Strip Tease Show.

One of Ono's last events in Japan was Morning
Piece. For this work, she assembled shards from
broken milk bottles and tagged each with a random
future morning date, like February 3, 1989 (fig.
1.16). In an amusing assault on the commercial art
system, a strategy that would become central to
formal Conceptualist politics, Yoko organized two
events—one at Naiqua Gallery and the second on
her Tokyo apartment rooftop—where she proposed
to sell her collection of mornings. She composed a
sales list and carefully documented her sales, all to
luminaries of the Tokyo avant-garde (fig. 1.17). This
event, which she restaged in New York the follow-
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MORNING PIECE, 1964.
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ing year, fused a unique combination of elements
that marked Ono’s suprasensible, metaphysical con-
ceptualism. Morning Piece functions like a flash of
insight, bringing physical awareness of eternal time
to the present moment of our existence, through a
spontaneous exchange of art on a Tokyo rooftop.
Yoko explained:

Event, to me, is not an assimilation of all the other
arts as Happening seems to be, but an extrication
from the various sensory perceptions. It is not “a
get togetherness” as most happenings are, but a
dealing with oneself. Also, it has no script as hap-
penings do, though it has something that starts it
moving—the closest word for it may be a “wish”
or “hope."*!

LONDON: DOUBLE FANTASY

During Yoko's two-year stay in Japan, the Fluxus
collective had become increasingly active in New
York and Europe and was gaining a following
among the international vanguard. Ono's Tokyo
activities were known to the Fluxus group, and
when she returned to Manhattan in fall 1964, im-
presarios George Maciunas, Norman Seaman, and
Charlotte Moorman were quick to claim her for
their Fluxus or Fluxus-like programs of concerts, fes-
tivals, and publication projects. Together with Cox,
to whom she was now married, Ono presented
several events, performances, and her first concep-
tual films at such legendary venues as the Judson
Gallery and Judson Memorial Church, Carnegie
Recital Hall, and Cinematheque at East End Theater
from early 1965 until her departure for London in
September 1966. During this period, the anarchist
sensibility of Fluxus imposed by Maciunas became
increasingly radical and absurdist as the celebrated
“affluent society” erupted in political crises: the Bay
of Pigs, the Cuban missile crisis, the assassination
of John F. Kennedy, campus turmoil, racial unrest,
and rising protests against the Vietnam War. This
milieu, combined with the violent antinuclear turbu-
lence she had witnessed in Japan, stimulated in Ono
a deeper commitment to art as an agent of social
and political change. From her notorious film No. 4
(Bottoms) (1966, no. 43), which she conceived in
part as a “petition for peace,” and throughout her
years with John Lennon, with whom she collaborat-
ed on numerous public antiwar “happenings,” Ono
developed what performance historian Kristine
Stiles has called “a utopian social program of love
envisioned in the imagination and enacted before
the world.”®2 When she pronounced in 1969 that
the "message is the medium,” the message she im-
plied was world pacifism realized through feminine
thought and culture (Anthology 1).
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FIGURE 1.18
CUT PIECE, AFRICA
CENTER, LONDON, 1966
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The site for Ono's new forms of social art was Lon-
don. In what proved to be a prophetic trip, she and
Cox traveled to London to take part in the Destruc-
tion in Art Symposium (DIAS), an international gath-
ering of artists whose work was linked by violent
anti-art tendencies (no. 33). At DIAS, Ono per-
formed Cut Piece (fig. 1.18), a work that has gained
iconic stature in the history of performance art for
its protofeminist conceptualism. In London, as in
Kyoto, Tokyo, and New York, where she had previ-
ously presented this work, Ono sat motionless on
stage in traditional Japanese feminine position—
knees folded beneath her—and invited members of
the audience to cut a piece of her clothing away until,
nearly forty minutes later, she was left all but naked,

her face masklike throughout. In her biographical
statement of 1966, Yoko wrote:

People went on cutting the parts they do not like
of me finally there was only the stone remained of
me that was in me but they were still not satisfied

and wanted to know what it's like in the stone.>3

Like many of her performances, Cut Piece is con-
structed around the phenomenological content of
solitary actions, a concentration on the material of
experience. What emerges in Ono's work through
this piece, however, is a new level of psychological
unveiling, an intimate and painful sensation of self
that the public can encounter, watch, and feel. Cut
Piece expresses an anguished interiority while offer-
ing a social commentary on the quiet violence that
binds individuals and society, the self and gender,
alienation and connectedness. The filmmaker Jonas
Mekas, a longtime Fluxus friend, later commented
that Yoko

was very concentrated, very in herself, focused
and intense. There was clearly something in her
that had to come out, and in her performances
she created explosions and moments of hysteria

that were highly calculated and controlled.>*

Invocations of the human body had for some time
established Ono’s language as essentially more sen-
suous and psychological than that of her Fluxus
mates. References to touching, rubbing, hiding,
sleeping, dreaming, and screaming sited her im-
agery in a protofeminist space defined by the terror,
and the wish, to connect. She later commented that
she wanted her participants to “start to see things
beyond the shapes...[to] hear the kind of sounds
that you hear in silence...to feel the environment
and tension in people’s vibrations...the sound of
fear and of darkness...[and] of togetherness based
on alienation.”>°

Ono's concentration on physicality, the concreteness
of personal experience, shaped her ideas for film
projects as well as her performances. She was part
of the general revolt against film conventions that
occurred during the 1960s, when independent film-
makers developed alternative aesthetics that directly
acknowledged the material properties of film and
the artifice of the production process. Cinematic
time was also radically reconceptualized, as in Andy
Warhol's Eat of 1963, a forty-minute narrative of
Robert Indiana eating a single mushroom. Ono,
who produced sixteen films between 1966 and
1982, shares several formal and stylistic issues with
the independent film movement but is distin-
guished for her use of film to record, in real time,
the very quality of physical being unattached to ac-
tion, character, or even a face. Films such as No. 4
(Bottoms) (no. 43) and Fly (fig. 1.19; no. 46) present



cropped, single-image compositions of naked hu-
man forms, abstracted via cinematography into a
realm of uncompromising—if strangely humorous
and nonsexual—intimacy.

Fly, which magnifies the movements of houseflies
as they traverse the naked body of a recumbent
woman, is accompanied by a soundtrack (later is-
sued on Ono's album of the same name). Yoko's
voice suggests the unconscious, otherworldly life of
the woman's knocked-out state, a life that is oblivi-
ous to yet omnipresent in the activities that occupy
the flies in search of the sugared water that her
flesh has been prepared with for their delectation.
Ono's legendary vocal soundtrack is a continuous
rhythm of the organic sounds of elemental woman-
hood—from the whimpers and groans of rapture to

the cries of deep dread. Jonathan Cott wrote in
Rolling Stone that Yoko's voice reminds “you of the
screams, wails, laughter, groans, caterwauls of both
a primordial, prebirth, premammalian past, as well
as the fogged-over, pained immediacy of child-
hood.” Her music evokes, he continues, “the feeling
of being inside one’s own body cavities.” ¢

Yoko met John Lennon at her exhibition at the
Indica Gallery in November 1966—while Beatlema-
nia was still in force (fig. 1.20). The gallery, then in
Mason’s Yard near St. James's Piccadilly and housed
in the same building as the British underground
newspaper International Times, was a center of
London’s avant-garde art community. Lennon attend-
ed the opening and engaged Yoko, unaware and
unimpressed by who he was, in her own game of

FIGURE 1.19

FRAME FROM FLY,
FILM, 1970
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FIGURE 1.21
ONO IN HALF-A-ROOM,

LISSON GALLERY,
LONDON, 1967
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FIGURE 1.20
ONO WITH WHITE CHESS

SET, INDICA GALLERY,
LONDON, 1966




participation art by asking to follow the instruction
for Painting to Hammer a Nail (no. 9). Yoko respond-
ed that he could hammer a nail in the painting for
five shillings, and John quipped back, “I'll give you
an imaginary five shillings and hammer an imagi-
nary nail in.” John often recounted, “And that's
when we really met. That's when we locked eyes
and she got it and | got it and, as they say in all the
interviews we do, the rest is history.”>’

Yoko's exhibition at Indica was her most ambitious
to date. It included versions or reenactments of her
Instruction Paintings, and featured several objects
that were realizations of earlier instruction pieces or
new concepts altogether. Whereas her earlier Soget-
su show of Instructions for Paintings was composed
entirely of language, the Indica show with its all-
white or transparent installation of fabricated Plexi-
glas and found or prepared objects presented Ono
as a Minimalist sculptor. Works such as Pointedness
(no. 12) and Forget It (no. 16) used readymade
things—a white sphere and a sewing needle, re-
spectively—attached on Plexiglas pedestals inscribed
with their titles and instructions. White Chess Set
(no. 25) presented Ono's first all-white chessboard
and men. These objects established the visual form
and style of Ono's objects and installations that she
would present at London’s Lisson Gallery in 1967
(fig. 1.21), the Everson Museum in 1971 (fig. 1.22),
and the Whitney Museum of American Art in 1989
(pl. 59).

Ono's objects that are recycled and fabricated from
everyday, nonart materials, and whose form is radi-
cally reductive, share certain formal elements with
the Minimalism of sculptors Carl Andre, Mel Bochn-
er, or Robert Morris. But her persistence in juxtapos-
ing an idea against a visual situation to provoke a
kind of telepathic poetry of irrational truths defies
the strict Minimalist code of phenomenology, where
material stands in for content. Her work is more
akin to James Lee Byars, an artist loosely associated
with Fluxus, who spent many years in Japan. In-
formed by a Zen poetics, Byars's work such as The
Head of Plato (fig. 1.23), which presents a marble
sphere in a glass vitrine, provokes a heightened fo-
cus on what is always potentially present if only we
can learn to see it: thought. Like Byars’s, Ono’s mini-
malism does not reduce but rather increases the
suggestive powers of her votivelike objects.

John and Yoko were married in March 1969 (fig.
1.24). They had already released a joint album, Un-
finished Music No. 1: Two Virgins (no. 53), which
caused a sensation over their nude double portrait
on the jacket, and had collaborated as artistic part-
ners in various peace events including Bag Piece at
Royal Albert Hall (no. 31). In a gesture credited to
Yoko, they exploited the media surrounding their
marriage to campaign for peace. It was the height
of the Vietnam War and America, Europe, and
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FIGURE 1.24

LENNON AND ONO,
WEDDING ALBUM, LP,
1969. FRONT COVER
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Japan were rocked by massive student riots. In ho-
tels in Amsterdam and later Montreal, Yoko and
John staged a week-long Bed-In for Peace (fig. 1.25)
where, dressed in pajamas, they invited the press
into their bedroom to discuss their message of non-
violent opposition to the establishment—a message
that culminated in the song that became the hymn
of the peace movement: “All we are saying/Is give
peace a chance.” With this event and their billboard
campaign that Christmas, War is Over! (fig. 1.26),
the couple became the most popular icons of the
international pacifist movement. Representing the
union of East and West, she and John promoted
their marriage as an act of universal love and racial
equality at a time when (Euro-American) cold war
polity still fostered suspicion of much of Asia as
the “enemy.”

WEDDING
ALBUM

Ono had pronounced at their wedding that she and
John “would stage many happenings.” With the
Bed-Ins, they subverted the arcane worlds of radical
politics and avant-garde performance art to propose
for the mass media a private theater of love staged
on the nuptial bed. The iconoclasm that had always
marked Ono's crossover strategies in music, poetry,
performance, and the visual arts now found another
set of boundaries to transgress: the private and
public. The numerous films, albums, performances,
press conferences, and media appearances that
Yoko and John produced together over the next
eleven years, until Lennon’s assassination in 1980,
made their private physical and mental love the sub-
ject of their public art and life. Although John's
marriage to Yoko was harshly criticized by his fans
and the public at large, in fact, as Rolling Stone
publisher Jann Wenner understood, “Yoko had lib-
erated John, had freed him to become the person
he always wanted to be. In her fearlessness, Yoko
gave John the means to become himself.”>® What
they strove to perform through the living art of their
coexistence was authentic experience, an austerity
of selfhood stripped of artifice including fame,
magic, and rock ‘n’ roll. In his 1971 song “God"
(from John Lennon/Plastic Ono Band), Lennon listed
the / Ching, Tarot, Hitler, Jesus, Kennedy, Buddha,
Elvis, and the Beatles as all that “I don’t believe in.”

| just believe in me
Yoko and me
And that's reality

Ono’s marriage to Lennon gave new dimension
to her deeply philosophical art. She had always
been engaged with transformation of consciousness
via the medium of language and performance. Hers
was a provocative art that reduced time, place, and
self to the material feeling of experience, what she
called the “world of stickiness.”®® Ono's achieve-
ment during her years with Lennon was an enlarge-
ment of that concept into a social and political mes-
sage for peace, itself the logical outcome of a kind
of meditative state of bodily awareness that her in-
structions help induce. Her message both connect-
ed to and helped construct the cultural history of
the international peace movement around the
globe from 1969 through the 1970s. Her work ex-
emplifies what the Dadaist poet and critic Takiguchi
Shazo once wrote: “Poetry is not belief. It is not
logic. It is action.” 60
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RISING

John Lennon was murdered on December 8, 1980.
Yoko's response to a world of mourners was to call
for a silent ten-minute vigil on the following Sun-
day, December 14. Radio stations around the globe
observed the silence while in New York 100,000
people gathered in Central Park outside the Lennons’
Dakota residence and sang "Give Peace a Chance”
before falling quiet en masse. Ono issued a state-
ment signed with Sean, their five-year-old son, that
was distributed to the worldwide media:

Bless you for your tears and prayers.
| saw John smiling in the sky.

I saw sorrow changing into clarity.

I saw all of us becoming one mind.
Thank you.®'

On the night of Lennon’s death, Ono had finished
recording what became widely recognized as her
“pop masterpiece,” “Walking on Thin Ice” (fig. 1.27;
no. 57). Set to a striking rock rhythm, Yoko's lyrics
describe a tale of a girl walking across a frozen lake
as wide as the ocean. Terror at the unknown price
of “throwing dice in the air” locks against a raw will
to “play the game of life with all our hearts.” Robert
Palmer, among the first music critics to seriously
promote Ono’s work, wrote of “Thin Ice”: "It begins
with a pounding dance track, but the mood and
lyric are hardly the stuff of disco dreams. This is a
song of uncertainty, bristling with a sense of danger
and foreboding that proved uncannily correct.”®?

4

Ono’s art had always expressed an aspect of existen-
tial despair. From her earliest instruction pieces,
spectral images of violence and death recur in her
work. Stripped of narrative or literalism, these im-
ages are direct evocations of what she calls “white
terror”—a peculiar, universal void that haunts all
humanity.® Her focus on transcience and ephem-
erality constantly confront us with the other side
of existence, trip us into a zone where our local
bearings are lost. Ono fearlessly constructs much of
her work on the site of this basic condition of life's
desperation. Music, perhaps more than any other
art form, offers her the expressive means to mine
this realm of life’s primal essence. Both Ono’s lyrics
and what critics call her “delirious wail”®* push lis-
teners beyond the edge to an experience whose
only link to normalcy is the need to be saved by a
human connection. “If you were drowning you
wouldn’t say: ‘I'd like to be helped because | have
a moment to live,’” Ono once said. “You'd say,
'Help!” but if you were more desperate you'd say,
‘Eioghhh," or something like that. And the despera-
tion of life is really life itself, the core of life, what's
really driving us forth.”®>

Ono released four solo albums between 1981 and
1995, including Season of Glass and Rising, a collec-
tion of songs marking the fiftieth anniversary of Hi-
roshima’s atomic annihilation and a tribute to her
friends who were suffering and dying of AIDS.

“Have courage/Have rage/We're rising” she sang.®®
During this period, Ono’s critical reception gradually
began to shift, prompting a long-overdue reap-
praisal of her musical career that culminated in the
1992 production of Onobox, a multi-CD anthology
of her recordings. After she spent two decades in
the “strange, rare, invisible prison”®’ of the public’s
animosity toward the woman blamed for breaking
up the Beatles, Ono’s contribution to progressive
music like punk and free jazz, and her creative influ-
ence on Lennon, finally came to be appreciated.
“Listen to Patti Smith, P. J. Harvey, Courtney Love,
and others and you can hear Yoko's inquisitive howl,”
a London critic wrote of Ono’s historic collision of
avant-garde and pop.®® Rock historian Gillian Gaar
proclaimed: “To anyone interested in tracing the de-
velopment of rock ‘n’ roll, especially the punk
movement of the 70s, listening to Onobox is like
discovering a lost chapter in rock history, and one
that clearly establishes Ono as a musical pioneer.”%°

Ono's recognition as a pioneer of progressive music
paralleled a similar reassessment of her role in the
history of Fluxus and Conceptualist art and film that
began with her exhibition at the Whitney Museum
of American Art in 1989. What had previously been
dismissed as her “sentimental and frivolous uses of
Conceptual art”’® were gradually revealed as gen-
uinely radical innovations in idea-based art. Her
long neglect was credited to the elusive nature and
multimedia experimentation of her work, and to the
art world’s latent recognition of Fluxus itself—a

FIGURE 1.27
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movement whose aesthetic politics that so resisted
art’s commodification assured its absence from the
art market and museum. Ono's identity as an artist
had also long been distorted by her sensational
public status. “Romping, storming, and even reclin-
ing across the media’s stage of magnified social
consciousness, playing the martyr, the lover, the
rabble-rouser, the wicked Oriental, the idiot savant,
the shaman, expanding her whimsical improvisa-
tions in a marathon spectacle until they shattered,
Ono left behind a potent legacy that has not been
well tended,” Artforum critic Carlo McCormick wrote
in an article on the Whitney show:

Her provocative, nonconformist career offers few
handles to hold her by, and much of her work,
notably the pop-performance events that used
mass-media communications as a global canvas
for her political activism and for an evolving sce-
nario of “life as art,” seems destined to fall into
the cracks between museological and pop-cultural

analysis.”"

A reassessment and appreciation of Yoko Ono’s art,
McCormick argued, was long overdue. The Whitney
show, together with a survey at The Cranbrook
Academy of Art Museum curated by Jon Hendricks
the same year, were among the first projects to re-
cover an open, more positive reception for Ono in
the international art world.

Taking off from the Everson Museum show of 1971,
with all its playful pandemonium, Ono returned to
object-making for the Whitney show with a series
of austere bronze versions of her earlier AG Gallery
and Indica sculptures (pl. 60b). Whereas Ono's earli-
er work not only accepted but cultivated a certain
amateurism, an irreverant disregard for high-art
standards, her Bronze Age posed as “finished” ob-
jects ready to serve the late-eighties boom in high-
finance art. Nothing could be more deadening to
the delicate remnants of her radical past. But Ono's
real subject as she reentered the art world with this
unexpected move was time. Inspired by a 1987 visit
to Leningrad’s Summer Palace, where sepia photo-
graphs of the original imperial rooms hung beside
shots of them in ruins after Hitler’s Russian invasion,
she realized that she was walking through elaborate
spaces that were completely new versions of the
past. “It was a story of change and survival,” Ono
wrote. “It was a story of all of us.”’? By embracing
bronze, symbol of all that the sixties were not, Ono
relinquished her claim as icon of nostalgia and set
forth with new material power to reinvent and ex-
pand her art.

The 1990s emerged as one of the most productive
and creative periods in Ono's artistic career. As Neo-
Conceptualism and art engaged with social issues
came to dominate the international arena of con-
temporary art, Ono’s objects, sculptures, and instal-
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lations gradually assumed a wider position of influ-
ence. Her work, shown across Europe, America, and
Japan with increasing activity, expressed affinities
with the work of younger artists, making her a fa-
vorite of Kiki Smith, Cindy Sherman, Cornelia Park-
er, Donald Baechler, and others. Cleaning Piece, a
mound of stones that people interact with to create
their own piles of sorrows and joys, shares attrib-
utes with Felix Gonzalez-Torres's Untitled (Lover
Boys) (figs. 1.28-29). Both present works composed
of readymades—river rocks and wrapped candies—
in a form that is all about unfinished process. They
invite viewer participation, offering parts of the work
as votive gifts to wish for something unknown, up-
ending the roles of artist and public, priestess and
faithful. As the piles shift to the point of elimina-
tion, change becomes the vehicle and also the con-
tent of the works. With Gonzélez-Torres, who died
of AIDS at the age of thirty-nine, the idea of
ephemeral art that can travel, be replenished, and
take on transcendent humanitarian meaning has a
poignant resonance with Ono’s art.

The concept of “unfinished” runs through all of
Ono's work. Her early instructions called for “paint-
ings to be constructed in your head”; her Indica
Gallery show was subtitled “Unfinished Paintings
and Objects by Yoko Ono”; and the first album she
released with John Lennon was called Unfinished
Music No. 1: Two Virgins. Her recent work too chal-
lenges us to see the invisible, to make idea, imagi-
nation, and perception the content of art and the
practice of life. Today, Ono continues to create with
undiminished rigor an art that distills everyday things
into pure, up-close experiences of contemplation. In
this vacuum of heightened awareness, the unremark-
able becomes extraordinary, revealing the power of
art. Her long career in producing poetry and scores,
films and music, objects and installations is linked
by her profound intent to seek and provoke ques-
tions, and to engage us in that search. For Yoko
Ono, being “unfinished” is a state of grace.
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HOMAGE TO YOKO ONO *, by George Maciunas, Jan.11,1962

* the diagram says "YOKO ONO " in case you can not figure it out.



Yoko Ono and Fluxus

JON HENDRICKS

Fluxus is a complex art movement, with roots deep
set into many springs. George Maciunas, the shaper
and form-giver of Fluxus, reached back to such diver-
gent sources as the Roman circus, Barogue mimicry,
and Byzantine iconoclasm, and in the more recent
past to Dada and Futurist sound poetry, abstract cal-
ligraphy, Futurist Brutalism, Luigi Russolo's “Art of
Noise,” Dada Theater, vaudeville, Marcel Duchamp
and the idea of the Readymade, and the LEF and
Novy LEF Constructivists of Russia. Maciunas has cit-
ed more immediate influences: Georges Mathieu’s
Battle of Boudine (1952), which he credits as an in-
fluence on Fluxus performance, and especially John
Cage. Or, as he wrote of Fluxus in a 1965 Mani-
festo, “the fusion of Spike Jones, Vaudeville, gag,
children’s games and Duchamp” (fig. 2.6).

FIGURE 2.1 (LEFT)
GEORGE MACIUNAS,
HOMAGE TO YOKO
ONO, DRAWING, 1962
THE GILBERT AND LILA
SILVERMAN FLUXUS
COLLECTION, DETROIT

FIGURE 2.2 (RIGHT)
SMOKE PAINTING, 1961
(CANVAS VERSION)
INSTALLATION VIEW, AG
GALLERY, 1961
PHOTOGRAPH BY
GEORGE MACIUNAS. THE
GILBERT AND LILA
SILVERMAN FLUXUS
COLLECTION, DETROIT

George Maciunas envisaged a force of disparate
artistic concerns, forms, and individuals: a global
confluence of ideas. He had studied architecture at
Carnegie Institute of Technology and Cooper Union
and did postgraduate work on Siberian archaeology
and the art of migrations. Through his studies he
became well acquainted with modernist thought.
Fluxus was about to be. Maciunas first came into
contact with Yoko Ono in New York City during the
series of events that she and La Monte Young had
produced at her loft on Chambers Street in lower
Manhattan during the winter of 1960-61. Although
Ono did not present an evening of her own works
during the Chambers Street series, she did perform

in other artists’ concerts there and had installed sev-
eral of her own pieces in various situations in the
loft. These included Shadow Painting, Add Color
Painting, Kitchen Piece, Smoke Painting (fig. 2.2),
and Painting to Be Stepped On, a work which she
had placed on the floor and remembers having
hoped that Marcel Duchamp would notice when he
came to the loft for a concert, but he didn‘t. Maciu-
nas was so impressed with the Chambers Street se-
ries that he decided to present a similar series at the
uptown gallery that he and Almus Salcius ran at
925 Madison Avenue, called AG Gallery. Maciunas'’s
series started in the spring of 1961 and continued
through the end of July. The final exhibition, Paint-
ings & Drawings by Yoko Ono, opened on the after-
noon of Sunday, July 16, 1961. This extraordinary
show consisted of ideas Ono had already presented
at her Chambers Street loft with the addition of a
number of new works also having to do with
process, concepts, and license. The works themselves
were for the most part crude canvases nailed to the
gallery’s bare brick walls or laid on the floor. The
canvas surfaces had been altered with washes of sumi
ink, and with accouterments, protrusions, and en-
trenchments. A commonality of this group of works
was the attachment of a score, instruction, or script,
provided in written or verbal form. There was another
group of works in the show that George Maciunas
had insisted upon showing, of abstract calligraphy
that he thought he might be able to sell, thinking
that the conceptual/process works had little chance
of finding buyers. Maciunas photographed the exhi-
bition, providing valuable documentation of these
early works (fig. 2.2; see no. 2).
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During Ono's exhibition, the final three events in the
Maciunas series were scheduled to take place at AG
Gallery as well: on July 16 at 8 p.m., following Ono’s
3 to 5 p.m. opening, Works by Henry Flynt, on July
23, Works by Walter de Maria; and on July 30,
Nothing by Ray Johnson.

At this same time, Maciunas was actively trying to
formulate his ideas for an international art move-
ment and was searching for a name. One day he
came to the gallery and discussed his vision with
Ono, asking her if she could think of a name for the
movement he envisioned. She couldn‘t, and told
him that in any case she was not terribly interested
in groups or in working as part of a group. The next
day, Maciunas came into the gallery and was very
excited. He had come up with the name for his
movement: “Fluxus,” a word that means change
and fluidity, a flushing out of bodily waste, an ele-
ment to solidify and harden metal (fig. 2.3).

The ideas that Yoko Ono was working with in her
AG Gallery show were to have a profound effect on
George Maciunas’s evolving desire to start and
shape Fluxus. These ideas were of conceptual paint-
ing and license, of letting someone else complete
the process so that the artist did not have to do it by
herself. These works would be completed in the
viewer’s mind. Works by license would be complet-
ed by the viewer, who would engage with the
work—do-it-yourself things, which impressed Maci-
unas, because it meant that the artist was removing
herself from the process. This became one of the
underpinnings of Fluxus works, a strategy devised
by Maciunas based on Ono's example: an artist
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FIGURE 2.3 (LEFT)
FLUXUS COLLECTIVE,
FLUXUS MANIFESTO,
1963. BY GEORGE
MACIUNAS. THE GILBERT
AND LILA SILVERMAN
FLUXUS COLLECTION,
DETROIT

FIGURE 2.4 (RIGHT)
PHOTOGRAPH BY
GEORGE MACIUNAS, IN-
TENDED AS POSTER FOR
WORKS BY YOKO ONO
(CARNEGIE RECITAL
HALL), 1961. THE
GILBERT AND LILA
SILVERMAN FLUXUS
COLLECTION, DETROIT

FIGURE 2.5

FLUXUS, FLUXUS
INTERNATIONALE
FESTSPIELE NEUESTER
MUSIK, POSTER, 1962
DESIGN BY GEORGE
MACIUNAS. THE GILBERT
AND LILA SILVERMAN
FLUXUS COLLECTION,
DETROIT
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would give Maciunas an idea, he would interpret its
contents, and produce an edition of the work as a
cheap, repeatable, mass-producible art object, thus
undermining, in his mind, the preciousness of art.

That autumn, Ono prepared for her next project, a
concert at Carnegie Recital Hall on November 24,
1961, with a program featuring A Grapefruit in the
World of Park, A Piece for Strawberries and Violin,
and AOS—To David Tudor (see Anthology 4, 5).
Ono and Maciunas devised an idea for a concert
poster, which was to be a photograph, taken by
Maciunas, of Ono interacting with a hand-lettered
poster she had painted. Maciunas made a series of
photographs of Ono with the poster, backlit, peer-
ing through it, and sitting on it (fig. 2.4; no. 52).
None of these was used as the poster at the time of
the concert; however, the idea of interaction and
function reappeared in later Maciunas-designed
posters in Fluxus newspapers.

Shortly after Ono's concert Maciunas departed for
Wiesbaden, Germany, where he continued to expand
his plans for Fluxus concerts and to promote Fluxus
publications. Ono’s use of Carnegie Recital Hall for a
concert of new and radical music and performance
gave Maciunas the idea of using established venues
to stage Fluxus events. The first large series of Fluxus
concerts in Europe, titled Fluxus Internationale Fest-
spiele Neuester Musik, were staged in the Horsaal
des Stadtischen Museum, Wiesbaden, September
1-23, 1962 (fig. 2.5). Later, on his return to New
York George Maciunas staged two major Fluxus
concerts at Carnegie Recital Hall, the first on June
27, 1964 titled Fluxus Symphony Orchestra in Fluxus
Concert and the second on September 25, 1965 ti-
tled Fluxorchestra at Carnegie Recital Hall (fig. 2.6).

Ono remained in New York until early 1962. She
took part in the January 8 benefit concert at the
Living Theater, a fund-raiser to pay the printer of An
Anthology, performing her piece The Chair #1. An
Anthology was a proto-Fluxus publication edited by
La Monte Young and designed by George Maciunas
containing a collection of scores, notations, and
writings characterized on its title page as “chance
operations, concept art, anti art, indeterminacy, im-
provisation, meaningless work, natural disasters,

plans of action, mathematics, dance constructions,
compositions, music, poetry, essays, stories and dia-
grams” by Yoko Ono and other artists, many of
whom became part of Fluxus.

After the Living Theater benefit, Ono traveled to
Japan, where she exhibited her Instructions for
Paintings at Sogetsu Art Center and toured with
John Cage. During this period from 1962 until her
return to New York in late 1964, the first great burst
of Fluxus activities occurred in Europe, and, surpris-
ingly, Yoko Ono is only slightly represented in those
early concerts. For instance, the September 1, 1962,
Wiesbaden concert program lists her work A Piece
for Sky and the September 9 concert lists a perfor-
mance of her work The Pulse among the fourteen
works presented. The Pulse is also listed on the No-
vember 25 program at the Fluxus Musik og Anti-
Musik det Instrumentale Teater at Allé Scenen in
Copenhagen, Denmark.

Ono is listed on the poster for Festum Fluxorum
Fluxus: Musik und Antimusik das Instrumentale The-
ater at the Staatliche Kunstakademie, Dusseldorf,
February 2 and 3, 1963 (fig. 14.8) and Question-
naire by Yoko Ono is listed on the program for the
June 27, 1964, Fluxus Symphony Orchestra in Fluxus
Concert at Carnegie Recital Hall.

The sphere of Fluxus encompassed a variety of ac-
tivities, all coordinated to a greater or lesser extent
by George Maciunas, as shaper of events, program-
mer of Fluxus concerts, producer of most Fluxus edi-
tions, editor and designer of Fluxus publications,
and philosophical molder of the movement. In his
early plans for Fluxus, besides a series of Fluxus con-
certs to be held in various countries around the
world, Maciunas intended to produce Fluxus Year-
boxes—anthologies of very new work being done
around the world as well as compilations of prece-
dent historical movements relevant to Fluxus. These
anthologies were to come in two types: regular and
“Luxus,” which would contain additional inserts of
original objects, films, records, etc. Eventually these
Yearbox anthologies evolved into combined publi-
cations containing both two- and three-dimensional
materials.

FIGURE 2.6

FLUXUS, FLUXSHOP/
FLUXORCHESTRA
INCLUDES
FLUXMANIFESTO ON
FLUXAMUSEMENT,
1965. DESIGN BY
GEORGE MACIUNAS.
THE GILBERT AND LILA
SILVERMAN FLUXUS
COLLECTION, DETROIT
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FLUXMANIFESTO ON FLUXAMUSEMENT -VAUDEVILLE -ART? TO ESTABLISH
ARTIST $-NONPROFESSIONAL ,NONPARASITIC,NONELITE STATUS IN SOCIETY,
HE MUST DEMONSTRATE OWN DISPENSABILITY, HE MUST DEMONSTRATE
SELFSUFFICIENCY OF THE AUDIENCE, HE MUST DEMONSTRATE THAT ANY-
THING CAN SUBSTITUTE ARTAND ANYONE CAN DO IT. THEREFORE THIS SUB-
STITUTE ART-AMUSEMENT MUST BE SIMPLE, AMUSING, CONCERNED WITH
INSIGNIFICANCES, HAVE NO COMMODITY OR INSTITUTIONAL VALUE. IT MUST
BE UNLIMITED, OBTAINABLE BY ALL AND EVENTUALLY PRODUCED BY ALL,
THE ARTIST DOING ART MEANWHILE, TO JUSTIFY HIS INCOME, MUST DEMON-
STRATE THAT ONLY HE CAN DO ART, ART THEREFORE MUST APPEAR TO BE
COMPLEX, INTELLECTUAL, EXCLUSIVE, INDISPENSABLE, INSPIRED. TO RAISE
ITS COMMODITY VALUE IT IS MADE TO BE RARE, LIMITED IN QUANTITY AND
THEREFORE ACCESSIBLE NOT TO THE MASSES BUT TO THE SOCIAL ELITE.
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Another early publishing idea for Fluxus was the dis-
tribution, as widely as possible, of scores by Fluxus
artists, using a system pioneered by Peters Editions,
publishers of John Cage’s scores. This system was to
have a master original and then a blueprint or os-
solith copy could be made on demand from it. In an
idea put forward in Fluxus Newsletter No. 5, January
1, 1963, the notion of production quickly evolved
that year into a plan for publishing the complete
works of a selected group of Fluxus artists, using a
different format from the Peters Editions example.

The first work of Yoko Ono's that Maciunas planned
to produce for Fluxus was her collected instructions,
or scores. Fluxus Newspaper No. 2, February 1964,
published an image of her baby Kyoko, her score In-
structions for Poem No. 86 (Fly), and the following
notice: “Collection of works by Yoko Ono, $3.00
before $6.00 after publication. Subscribe to Grape-
fruit Apt. 1001 Kanna Bldg., 53 Kannomachi, Shi-
buya, Tokyo, Japan.”

In an early note that Ono wrote to Maciunas from
Japan, she characterized the works for the book in
the following manner:

Instructions for P. [Painting]
Instructions for Po. [Poetry]
Instructions for M. [Music]
Instructions for E. [Events]
Instructions for O. [Objects]

The pieces here are works of 1952-64.
There are more pieces of this period
That | can send you by next mail which
| intend to include in the book.

On 1960 spring, | decided to instructionalized
Poetry.

On 1961 summer, | decided to instructionalized
Painting.

Also, time was given to Painting as in life.

After 1960 fall, some of my music
Pieces are meant to spread by word of
mouth, therefore, do not have score
or written instructions. This method
is essential of the pieces since the
gradual change which occurs in the
piece by word-spreading is also

part of the piece. If you want to
know of these pieces, please ask
people who already know of them.
Some of my pieces were

dedicated to the following people.
Sometimes they were informed,

but sometimes not.

(Yoko Ono, notes for her letter to George Maciu-

nas on publication of Grapefruit, n.d., late 1963—
early 1964, collection of the artist)
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Work progressed on this book slowly, due to the
enormous number of projects that Maciunas had
taken on during this period. At a certain point, Ono
decided to publish the work herself in Japan and ti-
tled the compilation Grapefruit (no. 4). The book
appeared on July 4 of that year. In a February 1,
1965 letter to Ben Vautier, George Maciunas wrote:
“when | return | will mail you completed works of
Yoko Ono. Many very good pieces. She is now in
New York. One of the best composers. | will send
you my own copy as soon as | microfilm it, ok?”

Following the publication of Grapefruit, Ono returned
to New York in late 1964 and was immediately en-
gaged in many projects both in and outside of Fluxus.
These projects included Draw Circle Event (fig. 14.11),
for which hundreds of cards were sent in the mail
with an invitation to draw a circle and return it to
Yoko Ono—a work certainly like those with Fluxus,
but done independently. Another independent proj-
ect, Part Painting Series 5 (1965), typeset and print-
ed by Maciunas, consisted of a white paper square
glued onto a red sheet of paper, with a handwritten
number and a printed text indicating that it was one
of 10,000 similar parts, to be put together in the fu-
ture. She also produced her own Ono’s Sales List in
1965 (no. 37), which was the first conceptual sales
list and differed greatly from the concrete Fluxus
price lists published in Fluxus Newspapers.

Self Portrait, which would become a recurrent work
of Ono's offered by Fluxus, appeared in 1965 both
as an independent work and as a component of
Fluxus 1, the first great Fluxus Anthology produced
by Maciunas. The version made by the artist consist-
ed of a small mirror signed on the back and placed
in a manila envelope that was rubber-stamped with
the title and date and bore the handwritten nota-
tion “(framed) imaginary” and Ono's signature. The
other version appeared from 1965 in some copies of
Fluxus I as a small round mirror inserted in a rubber-
stamped manila envelope and bound into the body
of the anthology. Within Fluxus, Self Portrait meta-
morphosed into two or possibly three distinct works
(figs. 2.9, 7.3). One was Box of Smile (no. 22). The
second incarnation was Flux Smile Machine, pro-
duced by Maciunas and initially credited to Yoko
Ono, then credited to George Maciunas with a ded-
ication to Yoko Ono, and eventually credited to
Maciunas only. The work consists of a plastic box
containing a gadget that would physically force a
smile when inserted into the mouth. Each label for
the work was a unique cutout from a dental publi-
cation of people of different cultures showing their
teeth, onto which Maciunas typed the title, artist’s
name, and sometimes a date. A third embodiment
of Self Portrait, Fluxfilm No. 4 (1966), entitled Disap-
pearing Music for Face, is credited by Maciunas to
Shiomi Mieko (Chieko) but considered by Ono at the
time of the filming to be her work. The film was shot
using a high-speed camera and depicted the "tran-

FIGURE 2.7

FLUXUS, PERPETUAL
FLUXFEST, INCLUDED
IN VACUUM TRAPEZOID
(FLUXUS NEWSPAPER
NO. 5) 1965. DESIGN BY
GEORGE MACIUNAS.
THE GILBERT AND LILA
SILVERMAN FLUXUS
COLLECTION, DETROIT
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FLUXUS, PERPETUAL
FLUXUS FESTIVAL,
POSTER, 1964. DESIGN
BY GEORGE MACIUNAS.
THE GILBERT AND LILA
SILVERMAN FLUXUS
COLLECTION, DETROIT

 HURRY!(; HURRY!

FIGURE 2.9

“BUY NOW! SELF
PORTRAIT BY YOKO
ONO...,” FLYER, 1965
THE GILBERT AND LILA
SILVERMAN FLUXUS
COLLECTION, DETROIT
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FIGURE 2.10

SNOW FALLING AT
DAWN, SOUND TAPE,
1965. COLLECTION OF
JON AND JOANNE
HENDRICKS

MORNING PIECE (1964) to George Maciunas

by Yoko Ono

B

will be performed on the roof of 87 Christopher St.
you may come between sunrise and noon

wash your ears before you come
September 12 and 19, 1965 .4

FIGURE 2.11

MORNING PIECE (1964)
TO GEORGE MACIUNAS,

FLYER, 1965. DESIGN BY
GEORGE MACIUNAS.
THE GILBERT AND LILA
SILVERMAN FLUXUS
COLLECTION, DETROIT
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sition from smile to no-smile,” performed by Ono.
This simultaneous attribution, or confused attribution
is not uncommon in Fluxus, where several artists
could be credited for the same work in different sit-
uations. Two years later in 1968, Ono made a film
titled Film No. 5 (Smile) (also known as Portrait of
John as a Young Cloud) using high-speed cameras,
showing John Lennon’s face with a smile (no. 44).

In the summer of 1964 George Maciunas produced
a poster for a Perpetual Fluxus Festival to be held at
Washington Square Gallery, New York (fig. 2.8).
Starting late that summer or early fall, and continu-
ing two weeks “in perpetuity” (perhaps), George
Maciunas planned to present concerts, events, and
other activities of many of the artists connected
with Fluxus at that time, as well as evenings of
Fluxus Films, Fluxus Games, and collective concerts.
Yoko Ono: From Grapefruit was scheduled for Feb-
ruary 19. By the end of 1964, however, the Perpetu-
al Fluxus Festival was dislodged from Washington
Square Gallery and by the next summer, found a
new home as Perpetual Fluxfest at Cinematheque in
the East End Theater (fig. 2.7). The revised festival
started June 27 with an evening of works by Yoko
Ono. The program was very sparse: Bag Piece (no.
31), in which two performers onstage took off their
shoes, climbed into a large black bag, took off their
clothes, moving around a lot, perhaps taking a nap,
then got dressed and reemerged from the bag; and
Beat Piece, in which a group of performers includ-
ing Nam June Paik, Shigeko Kubota, Ono, Anthony
Cox, and others lay on top of one another on the
stage and listened to each other’s hearts beat. Ono
remembers this took a long time to perform. She
also remembers George Maciunas performing Wall
Piece for Orchestra and nearly killing himself. The
score reads:

WALL PIECE FOR ORCHESTRA to Yoko Ono
Hit a wall with your head.

1962 winter

On September 12, 19, and 26, Ono realized an
event titled Morning Piece (1964) to George Maciu-
nas, on the roof of her Christopher Street apart-
ment building (figs. 1.16-17, 2.11-12). It had first
been performed in Tokyo on May 24 and 31, 1964.
In it, dates and times of “future mornings” were



written on papers glued to thick shards of glass, of-
fered for sale and priced according to date. In the
New York event, Ono laid out bits of sea glass on a
gridded tabletop labeled with a date and price for
each "morning.”

Less than two weeks later, the second historic
Fluxus Concert at Carnegie Recital Hall took place
(fig. 2.6). The admission tickets for the concert were
imprinted balloons that had to be inflated and were
popped for entry. The programs were folded into
paper airplanes and sailed into the audience by the
performers. Ono’s Touch Poems (fig. 14.5) were ex-
hibited in the Carnegie Recital Hall reception room,
which was momentarily turned into a Fluxshop. The
Fluxus Orchestra members wore T-shirts decorated
with silkscreened images of hairy chests or bare
breasts. The evening was conducted by La Monte
Young. Ono's works performed that evening were
described on the press release as “the most recent
composition by this first counterpart in Japan of
George Brecht and Ben Vautier.” Ono and the or-
chestra performed Sky Piece for Jesus Christ. This
piece calls for a chamber group to perform a piece
by Mozart or other classical composer and to con-
tinue playing as long as they possibly can, while
other performers wrap the musicians in gauze
bandages, continuing to wrap the entire bodies of
the musicians with their instruments until they can-
not play (no. 32). They are then led off the stage.

Another 1965 work, Soundtape and or Film of the
Snow Falling at Dawn, advertised as available
through Fluxus, but almost certainly only produced
by Yoko Ono, consisted of a small looped sound
tape in a tiny metal canister (figs. 2.9-10). The
sound produced was one of the purest Fluxus musi-
cal experiences imaginable.

Ono had been scoring films since publishing Six Film
Scripts by Yoko Ono in Tokyo in June 1964. The win-
ter of 1965-66 was a period of intense activity for
both Ono and Fluxus. That winter, in late December
or early January, she made Film No. 4 (Fluxfilm No.
16), a radical film of naked, walking buttocks. This
five minute and thirty second film was included in
all versions of the collective Fluxfilms anthologies.
Film No. 4 was used in the following ways: in the
short version of Fluxfilms (forty minutes); in the long
version of one hour and forty minutes; packaged as
an 8mm film loop with a handheld viewer as an in-
dividual Fluxus edition with a Fluxfilms label; as an

FIGURE 2.12
MORNING PIECE, ROOF
OF 87 CHRISTOPHER

STREET, NEW YORK,
1965. PHOTOGRAPH
© EST. PETER MOORE /
VAGA, NY, NY
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& DANCE CO.

§FOURTH DAY, FEBRUARY FOURTH, 9 TO 10 P.M.
CANAL STREET IND SUBWAY STATION: WATCH|

7TH DAY: FIND . EIGHTH DAY, FEBRUARY EIGHTH, TUES. 8:30 PM.
FIND A CLOVER A B\ AT 252/H ELIZABETH ST,AT E.HOUSTON: TAKE
e : PERFORMER WEARS ANYTHING AND EVERYTHING

= BROUGHT THATIS NOT PHYSICALLY DANGEROUS

L10TH DAY: SWIM
SWIM IN YOUR DREAMS AS FAR AS YOU GAN

13TH DAY: WAIT, COL
THE SPRING.

FIGURE 2.13

DO IT YOURSELF
FLUXFEST PRESENTS
YOKO ONO & DANCE
CO., 1966. MECHANICAL
FOR ARTIST'S PAGE IN

3 NEWSPAPER EVENTS
FOR THE PRICE OF $1
(FLUXUS NEWSPAPER
NO. 7), FEBRUARY 1966.
DESIGN BY GEORGE
MACIUNAS. THE GILBERT
AND LILA SILVERMAN
FLUXUS COLLECTION,
DETROIT
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8mm film loop included in all versions of Flux Year
Box 2 together with other Fluxus films; and addi-
tionally as a continuous projected loop in a film and
sound environment scheduled in the Fluxfest Pre-
sentation of John Lennon & Yoko Ono +. In yet an-
other incarnation, two stills from the film were used
by George Maciunas for Fluxus wallpaper. Also in-
cluded in the Fluxfilms anthology was Ono's Eyeblink,
the image of a single eye blink performed by the
artist and shot with a high-speed camera (the final
film is nearly three minutes long). Number 1 (Flux-
film No. 14), based on Ono's Match Piece, was also
filmed with a high-speed camera and is approxi-
mately three minutes long. It consists of a match
being struck, its flame almost flickering out, and flar-
ing up again. The film has a sexually charged quality.

The next ambitious project that Ono and Maciunas
worked on was Do It Yourself Fluxfest Presents Yoko
Ono Dance Co., a thirteen-day dance festival pub-
lished in 3 newspaper eVenTs for the pRicE of $1
(Fluxus Newspaper No. 7), February 1, 1966 (fig.
2.13). The newspaper featured photographs of recent
Fluxus Concerts on the front page, and then devot-
ed one page each to the artists Ben Vautier, Yoko
Ono, and James Riddle. Ono's page, first titled Do It
Yourself Fluxfest Presents Yoko Ono & Dance Co.,
consisted of a page of images designed by Maciu-
nas for her pieces, which were for performance in
the mind, alone, or in public places at designated
times and locations. The work is a graphic represen-
tation of the different works, divided into twenty
sections, to be used as a full-page poster and/or to
be cut up into individual cards. The multiple uses
are both conceptual and functional.

Subsequently, Ono went on to use this work in a va-
riety of ways. First, pieces found their way into Art
and Artists as advertising art (no. 38). Then, Ono
made her own graphics, revised the texts, and is-
sued the work as Yoko Ono’s 13 Days Do-It-Yourself
Dance Festival, which, in a slightly altered form, was
reprinted in the 1970 editions of Grapefruit.

In 1970 George Maciunas offered to produce a
complex Yoko Ono and Fluxus festival in New York
(fig. 2.14). This ambitious project was only partially
realized. Many of the activities were recorded in all
photographs copyright nineteen seVenty by peTer
mooRE (Fluxus Newspaper No. 9) (fig. 2.15). The
festival, Fluxfest Presentation of John Lennon &
Yoko Ono +, took place at Joe Jones Tone Deaf Mu-
sic Store on North Moore Street, on the cobblestone
street in front of it, and at 80 Wooster Street, one
of the original FluxHouse Co-Ops and home to the
Anthology Film Archives at the time. Maciunas lived
in the cellar of the building and some of the events
took place in the labyrinth of hallways and corri-
dors. More than half of Fluxus Newspaper No. 9
was devoted to photographs of the festival. Ono
and Lennon did not attend.



Bag Productions Inc.
Tittenhurst Park,
Ascot, Berkshire.
Ascot 23022

Dear George,

The reason | want this to be Yoko & John and not
YOKO ONO is because the whole thing is nicer if it is
like a dialogue between Yoko and John with a cho-
rus by Fluxus. . . .

Love,
John & Yoko

1. Iam sending the original copy of “Fit to Die”
poster we’ve made which is the second of our Peace
Poster Event. (first was the “War Is Over”)

I also send one without the “Fit to Die” red writing
on so you can blow it up to a large size to maybe fill
the shop window and then add the fit to die writing
in red.

2. Also 4 photostat copies of A. B. drawing by John &
Yoko which (you choose the one you like—large
drawings or small drawings.) can be used as the cov-
er of a catalogue for Yoko & John & Flux series in
shop. The catalogue should have just three quotes
from me re:

quotes from writings by Yoko Ono

1. It's sad that the air is the only thing we share.
No matter how close we get to eachother, there
is always air between us. It is also nice that we
share the air. No matter how far apart we are,
the air links us. (Re: Lisson Gallery catalogue)

and
2. Water Talk—(re: Grapefruit) Simon & Schus-
ter copy

3. There's no two mouths alike in the world.
Don’t worry about being unique. The problem
is how to be similar. (- Unit Magazine, London)

Also, our spoon pieces in the shop window
should say

A. Three spoons by Yoko Ono
B. Four Spoons by John Lennon

So it is like A. B. works, you know.

MINIATURE PAINTING should be somewhere in
“John Lennon as a Young Cloud” week and
don’t put anything under the microscope—let
microscope have a title “John’s smile”. (you
look in the microscope to see John's smile—
imaginary, you know)

3. If you think it makes sense—Please print copies of
Lisson Gallery catalogue and/or all the film cata-
logues, maybe, to sell or give them to people.

4. Also our “Making friends among Pigs” Poster (en-
large to shop window-size) which you can use for
one of the week’s shop window.

5. Also, Acorn Pieces catalogue of Coventry Sculp-
ture Show—we have presented two Acorns in
Coventry show—we planted them in one hole—
one in the west of the hole and one in the east of
the hole.

6. Also some week do you want to add Apple piece
(fresh apple) re: Indica catalogue—which was for
sale for 600 dollars (one apple) and it is now Collec-
tion of John Lennon (Just buy regular green apple
from Grocery to use.

For George Maciunas
PROGRAM.
FLUXFEST PRESENTS Yoko Ono + John Lennon

1. Do-It-Yourself by Yoko & John & Everyone

2. Ticket by John & Everyboat

3. Measure by Yoko & John & Hi-Red-Center

4. Blue Room by Yoko & John & Fluxmasterliars

5. Weight & Water by Yoko & John & Fluxfiremen

6. CAPSULE by Yoko & John& Fluxstatecenter

7. Portrait of John Lennon as a Young Cloud by Yoko
& Everycloud

8. The Store by Yoko & John & Fluxfactory

9. Examination by Yoko & John & Fluxschool

1. Do-It-Yourself

I will leave it to your judgement as to the selection
of my pieces for this week. But try to read Indica &
Lisson catalogues and select some from them, too.
John's piece instruction “take two eggs—(1869, Lon-
don Derry/John Lennon) and display two eggs if you
want to.

2. Ticket ticket to anywhere (1970 London, John
Lennon)

3. Measure

| want to give you my new piece in addition to my
old one in Grapefruit.

Measure from the store to the nearest water (1970
London, Yoko Ono)

John's piece:

Measure from the nearest water to the store (1970
London, John Lennnon)

Add Hi-Red Centre to this.

4. Blue Room
The whole room should be completely white with
maybe one chair, one table (also white)

Display 2 sets of 4 spoons in the shop window
One set should have a sign reading “3 spoons”
by Yoko Ono London 1967 (It's in the Lisson
Gallery catalogue)

The other set (Exactly the same set) should read
“4 spoons” by John Lennon, London 1970

One soft rubber ball (white) somewhere in the
room with a sign saying “This sphere will be a
sharp point when it gets to the far side of the
room in your mind” by Yoko Ono. 1964.

A standing needle somewhere in the room (re:
Indica Gallery catalogue photo) with the sign
saying “forget it” Yoko Ono 1966.

There should be another needle (exactly the
same one next to it with a sign saying “needle”
John Lennon 1970)

There should be a cup on a table with a sign
saying “Not to be appreciated until it's broken”
Yoko Ono 1966

“Mend” 1966 Y.O. (there should be broken
pieces of a cup.

There should be a sign under the window
saying

“This window is 2000 ft. long. Yoko Ono. 1967"
“This window is ft. long (the actu-
al footage) John Lennon 1970"

A big chest or box (also white) that occupies a
large space and looks heavy with a sign saying
“This is not here” Y.0. 1967

Other signs:

“A straight line exist only in your mind”
Y.0.66/Y.0.70

This Line is a part of a large sphere” (long
straight Line, of part of the structure of
the room) Y.0.70

Use Ashtray (don't leave any Ashtray around)
—Y.0.'66

NO SMOKING—J.L. ‘70

Do Not Disturb—J.L. ‘70

STAY UNTIL THE ROOM IS BLUE—Y.O. ‘66

Also, sign outside
Spring, rain, sky, wind, etc. (according to the
weather of the day) by Yoko Ono ‘67.

5. Weight & Water

All the pieces should read Yoko & (whoever brought
the piece)

John's pieces

Weight piece - A dry sponge (Yoko & John ‘70)
Water piece — A wet sponge (Yoko & John ‘70)

6. CAPSULE

Our contribution to this week will be a 8mm home
movie by John & Yoko and we will make it and send
it to you — it will be the world premiere of this
piece. Also, please display our film catalogues and
sell them or give them away (you must reprint them
1000 or 2000 copies each?)

7. instructions for this is “Open and Close” by Yoko
Ono 1967 London (there is a open and close piece in
Grapefruit, too if you can find it, but this 1967 ver-
sion is a theatre piece and there is three versions.
One is many, many, doors, cupboards, etc, to open.
Other is despite the instruction, when people come,
there is nothing for them to open and close, third is
all the things are closed tight so they cannot be
"opened and closed”. | think 1st version is best for
this shop.

8. THE STORE

Select any of my pieces you like

John's piece for this is tin money (with smooth sur-
face) which you can put in vending machine instead
of real money—to cheat, you know. (1970, John
Lennon)

Examination

John's question is

“What time is it?” 1970, London

mine, you can select or make up. Or let people
guess.

“guess what my question is “ Y.O. 1970 London

and put many other questions by many other artists
please.

FIGURE 2.14

LETTER BY YOKO ONO
TO GEORGE MACIUNAS,
EARLY 1970
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FIGURE 2.15

FLUXUS, PAGE 1, ALL
PHOTOGRAPHS COPY-
RIGHT NINETEEN
SEVENTY BY PETER
MOORE (FLUXUS

NEWSPAPER NO. 9), 1970

FIGURE 2.16
GEORGE MACIUNAS,
YOKO ONO MASK,

FLUXUS EDITION, 1970.

THE GILBERT AND LILA
SILVERMAN FLUXUS
COLLECTION, DETROIT

After the festival, Jim Harithas, Director of the Everson
Museum in Syracuse, New York, invited Ono to have
a retrospective of her work at his museum. Building
on her concepts described in her letter to George
Maciunas of an exhibition and series of events in
dialogue with John Lennon, and realizing that Maci-
unas was unable to fully implement many of the
ideas for the New York festival, she engaged him to
actively help her produce work for the Everson
show, titled This Is Not Here. That show in one
sense is not a Fluxus event, and was never stated as
such at the time. However, in certain ways, it be-
came a fulfillment of what Maciunas had tried to do
in certain Fluxus concerts and events of single
Fluxus artists. This Is Not Here took over the entire
museum, and contained a number of participatory
and collaborative works (figs. 2.18, 14.24). Further,
in making a deluxe edition of the catalogue, now
called Yoko Ono Everson Catalogue Box (fig. 2.17),
Maciunas was able to produce the kind of antholo-
gy of an artist’s work that he had laid plans for as
early as 1963.

Following the Everson retrospective was a period
when Maciunas, busy with developing artist hous-
ing in SoHo called FluxHouse Cooperatives, was less
intensely engaged in producing Fluxus concerts and
events. Perhaps responding to what he viewed as a
movement away from the ideals of Fluxus by a
number of avant-garde artists, Maciunas organized
an event at Anthology Film Archives, one of the ear-
liest Fluxhouse Cooperatives: Fluxfest presents: 12!
Big Names! on April 21, 1975. The event poster list-
ed Acconci, Beuys, Phillip Glass, Kaprow, Levine,
Manzoni, Nauman, Ono, Snow, Rinke, Vostel, and
Warhol (fig. 2.19). In his May 3, 1975 Flux Newslet-
ter, Maciunas described the event as follows:

(very large names, about 20 ft wide were shown
one at a time for about 5 minutes each, to the au-
dience) Since many of the works of chosen big
names are imitative of work by smaller names, the
large audience attendance must be the cause of
the names and not the works. We satisfied the
audience therefore by omitting the works alto-
gether and adding instead more big names.

Until his death in 1978, Maciunas continued to in-
clude Ono in collective Fluxus events, such as Water
Clock (or Kiss) at the 1975/76 Flux-New Year's Eve
Event at Clock Tower, New York (fig. 2.20), and Invi-
tation to Participate in Flux Summer Fest in South
Berkshires of March 4, 1977, which was unrealized.
He also included her work Shadow Box in plans for
one of his last anthologies of collective Fluxus work



FIGURE 2.17

GEORGE MACIUNAS,
DRAWING FOR EVERSON
CATALOGUE BOX, 1971.
INK ON PAPER. THE
GILBERT AND LILA
SILVERMAN FLUXUS
COLLECTION, DETROIT

FIGURE 2.18

BLUE ROOM EVENT,
RUBBER STAMPS, 1971
PRODUCED BY GEORGE
MACIUNAS. THE GILBERT
AND LILA SILVERMAN
FLUXUS COLLECTION,
DETROIT
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ca. 1976—a light and kinetic installation on the ceil-
ing, floors, and walls of Jean Brown'’s Fluxus Room at
the Shaker Seed House in Tyringham, Massachusetts.

Yoko Ono's contributions to Fluxus are only now be-
ginning to be fully understood, but it is clear that
she had a significant impact on the direction of
Fluxus, and the impact of Fluxus on emerging move-
ments from the sixties to the end of the century is
now being felt. Fluxus never encompassed all of an
artist’s work, and much of Ono’s work is outside
Fluxus. Some is parallel to the movement and some
harkens back to it. Ultimately, Yoko Ono must be

FIGURE 2.19

FLUXUS, FLUXFEST
PRESENTS: 12! BIG
NAMES!, POSTER, 1975.
DESIGN BY GEORGE
MACIUNAS. THE GILBERT
AND LILA SILVERMAN
FLUXUS COLLECTION,
DETROIT
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considered both as a Fluxus artist and as an artist
independent of Fluxus.

On FLUXUS

Fluxus is Flux: the act of continuous flow and
change. During the exhibition, do not let the
artists’ statements about Fluxus stay on the wall
like words carved on stone. Paint over the wall with
the color you like. Keep painting. Y.0. 96

(Written for Prima fest di un altro mondo, 1996,
dedicated to Gino [Di Maggio])

FIGURE 2.20

WATER CLOCK (KISS),
1976. HELD BY GEORGE
MACIUNAS. PHOTO-
GRAPH © 1976 LARRY
MILLER



The Making of Yoko Ono, Prophet of the 1960s

MURRAY SAYLE

Originality, it is said, means coming from some-
where else. “Somewhere else” can be many places:
another time, another culture, the other gender, de-
spair, madness—anywhere except familiar here and
everyday now. John Lennon has told us of his first
magical meeting with Yoko Ono, when he wan-
dered into her one-woman show at Indica Gallery in
London, on November 9, 1966, a pivotal date in the
ferment immortalized as the Sixties, and was in-
trigued, as well as mystified, by what he saw. Invit-
ed by Ono to pay five shillings to hammer a nail into
a piece of plain wood shown as artwork, Lennon
made a counteroffer: “Well, I'll give you an imagi-
nary five shillings and hammer an imaginary nail in.”
“That's when we really met,” Lennon later recalled.
“That's when we locked eyes, and she got it and |
got it, and, as they say in all the interviews we do,
the rest is history.”

All lovers know the moment when complicity leaps
like an electric spark, but in their case, founded on
what? Outwardly, the two had nothing in common.
Lennon had come from “genteel poverty” in a dys-
functional working-class family, via art school and
sweaty teenage dance hangouts in England and
Germany, to world fame and an honorable fortune
as a rock 'n’ roll musician, composer, and role model
for the first generation of Western youth to recall
nothing of World War Il. Ono, seven years his se-
nior, remembered all too well the apocalyptic end of
Japan'’s Pacific War, the hunger and despair that fol-
lowed the defeat and Occupation she had seen at
first hand. But her own roots were in wealth and
privilege: her mother, Isoko, came from the Yasuda
banking family, and her father, Yeisuke, himself a
banker by profession, descended from a long line
of samurai warrior-scholars. Yoko had personally

known little deprivation, and had been educated
among Japan’s business and intellectual elite. Just
the same, like had recognized like at that mythic
London meeting.

Like what? The explanation lies half-buried under
decades of Japan’s prosperity. By 1966 Lennon was
becoming one of the gurus of the disillusioned,
questing mood of the Sixties in the West. Yoko Ono
had been there, at least spiritually, long before.
Something very like the mood of the Sixties first
took shape in Tokyo in the late 1940s; Japan's con-
fused, hungry years were the “somewhere else”
Yoko Ono came from. Even then, and there, it was
the amalgam, rather than any of its elements, that
was really new. Radical pacifism and politicized fem-
inism had both bloomed in spiritually defeated
Europe after the First World War, where they had
found artistic expression in the instant arts of
gesture and performance, made somewhat more
durable by photographs.

By the late 1940s, after the Second World War,
Japan was in a state of despair even deeper and
longer-lasting than Europe had known after the
first, and by the mid-fifties Japanese art had found a
similar expression, this time not as an imported style,
but with its own emotional authenticity. Japanese
ingredients, notably the cerebral anti-intellectualism
of Zen Buddhism, flavored a mixture which was
original, distinctive, and more than the sum of its
parts. Yoko Ono was the prophet who, with the help
of John Lennon, brought the amalgam to a West at
long last ready to reconsider its values. By different

paths, Lennon and Western youth had arrived at a
need, Ono with its fulfillment. More justifiably than
most lovers, John and Yoko knew, in the flash of en-
lightenment at the Indica Gallery, that they were of
one mind.

Ono’s road to the rendezvous was the less obvious
of the two. She was born in Tokyo on February 18,
1933, one year after Japan set up a puppet state in
Manchuria, a long step toward the catastrophe of
1945. Two weeks earlier her father had been trans-
ferred to San Francisco with the Yokohama Specie
Bank, the financial arm of Japan’s expanding empire.
His wife and daughter followed, and Yoko from in-
fancy heard both English and Japanese, the founda-
tion of her subsequent bilingualism. In the spring of
1937, as Japan began a full-scale war in China,
Yoko, her mother, and younger brother Keisuke,
born in December 1936, returned to Tokyo, where
Yoko was enrolled in the kindergarten of the Peers’
School (Gakushdin), a Tokyo institution then open
only to relatives of the imperial family or of mem-
bers of the parliament’s House of Peers (her mater-
nal grandfather, banker Yasuda Zenjiro, had been
ennobled in 1915). In 1940 Yoko's mother, fearing
that all Japanese might be interned if Japan and the
United States went to war and that she might not
see him for many years, bravely took her two chil-
dren and rejoined her husband, by this time sta-
tioned in New York. The family finally sailed from
San Francisco for Japan in the spring of 1941. At
the time of Pearl Harbor Yoko's father was working
at the Hanoi branch of his bank, while Yoko was en-
rolled in a Christian primary school in Tokyo, run by
one of the Mitsui family for Japanese children re-
turned from abroad.
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FIGURE 3.1

DOWNTOWN TOKYO
AFTER THE FIREBOMBING
OF MARCH 10, 1945



Mitsui Takasumi’s school gave Yoko a safe and liberal
refuge for most of the war. She continued studying
English and was listed as a primary school student
well after her twelfth birthday, when most boys and
girls her age became liable for sometimes risky war
work. She was still living in Tokyo and being private-
ly tutored in the Bible, Buddhism, and the piano
when a quarter of the city was burnt out in the great
firebomb raid of March 9, 1945—an inferno she
survived in the Ono family bunker in the affluent
Azabu residential district, far from the incinerated
downtown. Only then did her mother move her
three children to a farming village near the still fash-
ionable Karuizawa mountain resort. The choice of
refuge proved fortunate, as Yoko and her brother
and sister, in the desperate days of defeat and the
collapse of the Japanese economy, were able to help
their mother barter family treasures for food. At the
end of the war the family returned to Tokyo, where
Yoko rejoined the Peers’ School in April 1946.

Founded in Tokyo in 1877, the Peers’ School, like its
near equivalents, Eton in England and Groton in the
United States, has been more noted for social than
for academic standing. Its campus near the Imperial
Palace survived the great fire raids more or less in-
tact, and its first postwar intake was very like the
prewar ones. When the peerage was abolished in
1947 the school became theoretically open to any-
one, including foreign exchange students (a class-
mate of the present Crown Prince Naruhito was the
son of a plumber from Melbourne, Australia), but
like Tokyo itself, the Peers’ School has since recov-
ered much of its high-society glitter.

The view from the school windows, however, has
changed beyond recognition. When Yoko and her
classmates looked over the school’s walls in the
spring of 1946 they saw a city all but returned, as
General Curtis E. LeMay, Jr. had promised, to the
Stone Age. Whole districts were sterile wastelands
of twisted iron and blackened stone. People lived in
holes clawed in the ground, roofed with stray sheets
of iron. On every corner of what had once been
shopping streets, famished men and women tried
to sell trinkets, clothes, anything for food. Trains from
the countryside brought farmers loaded with rice
and vegetables for the black market. In makeshift
bars in dank cellars workers formed lines to gulp
industrial alcohol. To sharpen the misery, smartly
dressed, well-fed American soldiers tootled around
Tokyo's ruins in jeeps, driving on the side of the road
they were accustomed to, the right—rare Japanese
vehicles simply got out of the way. In a terminal
degradation of Japanese martial values, American
servicewomen smiled for souvenir snaps in rick-
shaws pulled by Japanese men still wearing the

tattered remnants of military uniforms, eyes turned
down in exhaustion, hunger, and shame. Few gaz-
ing over this desolate scene would have recognized
the fertile seedbed of a great and original flowering
of art and cinema—unless they happened to have
seen Berlin in 1919, or Moscow after Russia’s revolu-
tion and before Stalin.

Japan under Occupation was a paradox: democracy
imposed by a conqueror, General Douglas MacAr-
thur, “the Macarto,” more autocratic than any
shogun had been for centuries. Occupation suppos-
edly freed the Japanese press, but two weeks after
it began censorship was reimposed, and all mention
of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, for instance, was blue-
penciled. The predictable result was to turn the
atomic bombs into monstrous symbols of evil, be-
yond all rational discourse, in which shape they
haunt Japanese and the rest of us to this day. Some
accused Japanese war criminals were arrested and
leisurely trials began; but Emperor Hirohito, who (as
all but a handful of Japanese believed) had directed
Japan’'s war in person, was free to visit the con-
queror—and the resulting photograph, of a stiffly
correct Emperor and a showily casual general, was
as ambiguous as the occasion. The trials were in-
tended to show the Japanese their war crimes—but
the Soviet judge was from the nation which held a
half-million Japanese prisoner, many never to see
their homes and families again.

Most Tokyo residents, as in any war-devastated city,
were engrossed in searching for food and shelter.
Even from an island of privilege like the Peers’
School, the world outside no longer made sense.
That America’s war had been wholly just (“the
justest war in history,” U.S. propaganda claimed)
and therefore Japan's totally unjust was by no
means so clear to puzzled young people as it was to
the victors. Yes, there had been crimes and cruel-
ties, on both sides, and who could strike the bal-
ance? The best answer seemed to be that war itself
was to blame. Pacifism has been Japan’s most en-
during legacy of those years: “Make love not war,”
the slogan of the Western Sixties, well expresses the
mood of Tokyo in 1946, as of starving Berlin in
1918. Right up to this day, “Peace” (a brand of ciga-
rette) and “Love” (with an arrow-pierced heart) are
English words almost every Japanese knows.

Feminism was more prominent in Japan'’s early post-
war years than ever since. Women were given the
vote by the largely American-written 1946 constitu-
tion, and pressure from new woman members of
parliament finally led in 1958 to the abolition of the
licensed brothels. The law making adultery a crime
for wives but not for husbands was repealed in
1947. Some professions, notably teaching, intro-
duced equal pay. However, the feminism of Japan's
postwar years was less ideological than situational,
the feminism of hard times. War, especially in Japan,

has always been a hypermasculine pursuit. The
utter defeat of 1945 temporarily, perhaps perma-
nently, discredited the warrior ethos. Strong, re-
sourceful women like Yoko Ono’'s mother, who had
kept homes and families afloat through eight years
of war, saw Japan’s surrender as simply another man-
made crisis to be survived. Thousands of women,
“pan pan girls,” prostituted themselves to American
soldiers, often for food for their families. Others
hired out as the victors’ maids, cooks, and nannies.
In close to a millennium, only one part of the
English-speaking world has known such total defeat.
In Scarlett O'Hara, novelist Margaret Mitchell imag-
ined a strong woman'’s response to the shipwreck of
Southern male pretensions very like that of many
Japanese women in 1945. In “Woman Is the Nigger
of the World” by Ono and Lennon, we can hear, be-
hind the offensive racial slur, the anger of a privi-
leged girl at what her humbler sisters had once
been driven to, just for survival.

One of the first arts to revive in Japan was cinema,
by which a mass audience could be reached for the
price of a seat in a battered hall. The great Akira
Kurosawa had a script in shape for his enigmatic
Rashomon as early as 1947, although it took until
1950 to find financing and finish it. Its theme,
the impossibility of arriving at reliable truth about
any event by way of the self-serving distortions
of witnesses and participants, was a plain parable
of Japan's situation. The first voice from within
defeated Japan to be heard outside, Rashomon
began the process, still incomplete, of explaining
the pariah nation to a suspicious world. Kurosawa
added an important aside to the bleak vision of
Akutagawa Rylnosuke, who wrote the two stories
on which the film is partly based and killed himself,
at thirty-five, in 1927. Kurosawa'’s addition has the
woodcutter, one of the witnesses whose version of
the rape of a samurai's wife and the murder of her
husband by a bandit cannot be trusted, adopt a
baby abandoned by the ruined city gate that gives
the film its name. Life, says the film, goes on; there
is always hope. A quarter century later, John Lennon
climbed a ladder at the Indica Gallery and through a
magnifying glass read the one word Ono had writ-
ten on the gallery’s ceiling: YES. “At least” Lennon
later recalled, “her message was positive.”

Kurosawa apart (Rashomon won the Grand Prix at
the 1950 Venice film festival), all the outside world
heard from Japan in the immediate postwar years
came through the propaganda megaphone of the
Occupation. MacArthur's headquarters censored
not only what the Japanese media reported in
Japan, but what the corps of foreign correspon-
dents stationed in Tokyo could send abroad. The
publication of John Hersey's searing “Hiroshima”
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(1946), the century’s most influential piece of jour-
nalism, was only possible because Hersey wrote in
the offices of The New Yorker, far from the Occupa-
tion’s censors. The year 1945, in fact, marked the
sharpest discontinuity between generations in all
Japanese history, but few outside Japan could dis-
tinguish this reality from the claims of MacArthur’s
personal publicity machine—and, as with all such
breaks with the past, much continued unchanged,
and a reverse current soon set in, guided by the
same Occupation authority. What many Japanese
still remember as the years of postwar democracy
ended all too soon. The role assigned Japan in the
world was changing. In 1949 the Soviets broke the
U.S. nuclear monopoly, Chinese Communists won
their civil war, and the Korean War broke out in
June of 1950. The Occupation had already begun its
“reverse course.” No longer an enemy to be pun-
ished and reformed, Japan became a potential ally
to be courted for the threatened new world war
with Communism. Korean war spending, the open-
ing of the huge U.S. market to Japanese products,
the revival of Japan’s wartime production system
with its ties between banks, bureaucrats, and fa-
vored industrialists—the celebrated “Japan, Inc."—
got Japan back on the dual road of economic recov-
ery and social counter-revolution.

Good times are not necessarily propitious for the
arts. By 1951, when Yoko Ono graduated from the
Peers’ School, the creative ferment of the postwar
years was subsiding and mainstream Japan settled
down to take advantage of the “reverse course”
and its material payoffs. Feminism stalled and
Japan’s pacifism was entangled in the alliance with
the nuclear-armed U.S. Early in 1952 Yoko entered
the philosophy faculty of her school’s associated
Peers’ University, its first female student of that
most cerebral of disciplines, but after two semesters
she dropped out. Approaching her twentieth birth-
day, her most impressionable years behind her, Ono
rejoined her family in Scarsdale, New York, where
her father was again a banker, and enrolled in near-
by Sarah Lawrence College, strong in the visual arts.
This led her to America’s avant-garde, where she ex-
perimented with painting, music, film, and the vari-
ous performance arts. By 1962 Yoko was back in
Tokyo, exhibiting with some success as a member of
the Japanese avant-garde. Leaving Japan again, she
found her way to a small London gallery specializing
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in the avant-garde then finding a wider audience,
as always in times of turmoil. It took the intellectual
Ono a while to see what the untutored, instinctual
Lennon offered her—the world, as audience.

How had John Lennon reached his side of the mys-
teriously fated rendezvous at the Indica Gallery in
19667 Born in 1940, he had no real memories of
World War IIl. The years of his adolescence, the
fifties, were a time of complacent self-satisfaction in
the English-speaking world, of growing affluence,
of interminable war movies presenting the victors as
supermen (but not as superwomen—just as the war
had deflated the male values of Japanese, it had in-
flated those of the Western winners, whose women
were quickly ejected from the jobs they had held
while the men were away fighting, and theoretically
went back, for the last time, to being full-time
housewives and mothers). The return of a prosperity
not known since the 1920s, apparently permanently,
did little for adult women, but a great deal econom-
ically for adolescents, now called “teenagers,” who
commanded real wages and competitively bigger
allowances from ambitious parents, in economies
finally freed of the threat of unemployment. Their
purchasing power made a fresh market for record-
ing companies and made the performers corre-
spondingly rich—few richer than the Fab Four from
Liverpool, the Beatles.

As much as anything, the Beatles owed their huge
success to a creative tension between John Lennon
and Paul McCartney, the duo who wrote most of
their songs—Paul the sentimental and tuneful, John
the tart realist. Such partnerships of opposites have
often been wildly successful in popular music:
Rodgers and Hart, Gilbert and Sullivan complement-
ed each other creatively, but were drawn by tem-
perament to very different lifestyles. Advised by
their astute manager, Brian Epstein, to present a
wholesome image unthreatening to British parents,
the Beatles were made Members of the Order of
the British Empire (a medal usually given to worthy
civil servants like postmasters) in 1965, and they
duly acquired wholesome girlfriends and/or wives
to match. With a blonde English wife, Cynthia, and
an infant son, Julian, Lennon later described feeling
“trapped” in “a happily married state of boredom.”
Money and its rewards had never been his main
motivation—rather, as the wordsmith and intellec-
tual of the partnership, he sought self-expression.
This inevitably meant expressing the feelings of his
contemporaries, the very normal rebellion of any

generation against the one before it, a rebellion de-
layed for Lennon and those who thought like him
by the huge (and not unjustified) self-satisfaction of
their elders who had won the war, and the peace,
and then in their own minds the battle of life itself.

Aimless, shapeless discontent among young people
who felt themselves overshadowed and marginalized
by the war generation had already inspired James
Dean’s Rebel Without a Cause (1955), Allen Gins-
berg’s “Howl” (1956), John Osborne’s Look Back in
Anger (1956), and Jack Kerouac's On the Road
(1957). These one-offs by unknown outsiders, mean-
ingless to mainstream adults, could be ignored—
whereas the Beatles were the Western establish-
ment’s lovable young rascals, with teenage followers
in just about every English-speaking home. All that
was needed to complete the radicalization of young
people in the later sixties was a new war, a world-
wide crisis that called for immediate public action.
| happened to be in Vietnam covering the first big
search-and-destroy operation by American regular
troops in the very same week that Yoko met John.
War was again front-page, news-dominating. After
an on-again, off-again courtship, Lennon left his
wife and their posh stockbroker-belt country man-
sion and set up house with Yoko in the London flat
of Ringo Starr. Later, in 1968, they released Unfin-
ished Music No. 1: Two Virgins, a sound collage
they had recorded on their first night together, with
a self-shot nude photograph of the couple on the
cover. They married in March 1969, promising many
“happenings.” Their wedding was the first, fol-
lowed by “Bed Peace” in an Amsterdam hotel, then
a huge billboard in Times Square: “WAR IS OVER! /If
you want it.” The Lennons had become emblematic
leaders of a universal cultural revolution. Long ma-
tured, the pre-occupations of Yoko Ono's vivid
Tokyo adolescence had captured Lennon’s energy,
given his aimless life new direction, and at the same
time brought her art to a world audience, Japan’s
own youth very much a part of it. Like the o's in Yoko
Ono, the artistic wheel had finally come full circle.



Not Here

DAVID A. ROSS

t wasn't my idea. That was for certain. It had to be
Yoko's, but then she never took much credit for
ideas, one way or the other. It could have been Jim
Harithas's, the director of the Everson Museum of
Art in Syracuse. It was his idea to invite Yoko for her
first career survey exhibition and to stage it in a city
that was a bit outside of the art world as it was then
known. Whosever it was, the idea was deceptively
simple, like so many that at first seemed hardly an
idea at all. “This is not here.”

The question was how to provide an overview of
Yoko Ono’s work that would refocus the world’s at-
tention where it belonged—on the work, not the
personalities surrounding it. For us, a side issue was
how to get people to come to the grayest city in New
York State, known by the charming nickname “Salt
City.” So, This Is Not Here, a simple and declarative
exhibition title, told you something and negated it at
the same time. Like the old New England saw, “You
can't get there from here,” Yoko's title for her 1971
Everson Museum survey seemed to pull the floor
from under your feet, leaving the rug still mysteri-
ously in place. But what was Yoko Ono really saying
by framing her first retrospective in that manner?

The invitation to This Is Not Here was printed on a
small square of unfixed photographic paper, corner-
folded inward to make a square within a square,
and mailed in a light-safe envelope. To the surprise
and consternation of those opening the envelope

and unfolding the corners in normal illumination,
the text was a photographic image that began to
disappear into an opaque golden surface within a
minute of its exposure to light (fig. 4.2). It read:

You are invited

to the opening

of THIS IS NOT
HERE by yoko ono
john lennon as
guest artist at
everson museum

in Syracuse, n. y.
oct. 9 12 am-9 pm
this admits two

The reader was ultimately left with a telephone
number and Yoko Ono's name with a request for a
reply, printed lightly on the reverse. What was this
thing you were invited to? Where was it?

The invitation, based on Yoko's idea, was designed
by Yoko's Fluxus co-conspirator George Maciunas as
a perfectly conceptual piece. Beyond that, it spoke
to the underlying spirit of the exhibition: not a simple
negation of being but, rather, the pure and com-
pletely open possibility of existential suspension. If not
here, where? Syracuse? How apt.

The exhibition filled virtually the entire Everson Mu-
seum and, in a sense, was about the idea of the
museum (or anti-museum). As an extension of her

text-based performance and installation works, This
Is Not Here consisted primarily of instruction works
(both objects and installations); a film section; and
an invitational section of works by Fluxus colleagues
and other friends of Ono and Lennon’s, ranging
from Andy Warhol and Max Neuhaus to Julian Beck
and Judith Malina, Nam June Paik and Bob Dylan. In
a gesture typical of Yoko's participatory art, each
“guest” artist was asked to deliver an object that
Yoko (as host) would complete by conceptually fill-
ing with water. Warhol contributed his first-ever
videotaped work: an audiovisual study of the sur-
face of the Factory watercooler and the conversa-
tion that occurred in its immediate radius.

Ono’s survey exhibition was a sociological phenome-
non as much as a spectacular art world event. Al-
though known as an artist in her own right among
the international avant-garde community, by 1971
she had become world-famous as the wife of John
Lennon, to many the most powerfully influential
musician of the era. But at the time of the Everson
show, Ono's full crossover identity as both a serious
artist and a star in the world of popular culture was
still emerging. Conceptual Art, though widely un-
derstood and appreciated today, was then generally
misunderstood as a game, or worse, as an “emper-
or's new clothes” joke perpetrated by the heirs of
Duchamp on an unwary world. Yoko's conceptual
work was no exception. She was ridiculed by con-
servative critics in the popular press and by those
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FIGURE 4.1
POSTER, THIS IS NOT
HERE.,. 1971

AT EVERSON MUSEUM OF ART, SYRACUSE, N.Y. - OCTOBER 9-27

who felt that her radical aesthetic stance had lured
Lennon away from his pop music orientation and
helped bring on the demise of the Beatles.

Yoko relished her complex status as an outsider as well
as a consummate inside player—a Western Concep-
tualist working out of a fully Japanese set of philo-
sophical and aesthetic traditions. Ironically, in both
the worlds of art and pop music a powerful combi-
nation of artistic conservatism and unacknowledged
racism allowed many to dismiss Yoko Ono as a
poseur or mere dilettante. Within the art world of
the late sixties and early seventies, her style of con-
ceptual work, relying on poetic instructions infused
with a Zen-like sensibility that mixed subtle humor
with profound insight, was greeted with a pre-
dictable mix of critical responses ranging from sup-
portive and admiring to hostile and indifferent.

Even though Yoko's serious work dated from the early
sixties, it seems curious that a certain sector of the
art world found it convenient to dismiss her contri-
bution relative to that of her white male peers in

Europe and the United States. And after her rela-
tionship to John Lennon became renowned, others
sought to dismiss the work as only significant be-
cause of her reflected Beatle-world fame. Oddly
enough, in the music world, the application of her
hyperesoteric Fluxus sensibility to the production of
mass-market rock 'n’ roll resulted in the creation of
a smaller, yet fiercely loyal, band of supporters.
Yoko (both solo and with Lennon) worked the
edges of pop and avant-garde music, bringing the
intense emotional clarity of her art into an entirely
new frame.

The combination of John and Yoko was far more
than the sum of their parts. As a result, Yoko was
loved and hated, revered and reviled, and though
she bore her complex situation with graceful equa-
nimity, it was nevertheless an enormously stressful
period in her private and professional life. Her re-
markable calm in the face of all this is even harder
to comprehend if factored into the larger social and
political milieu in which the couple worked.



As radical political activists, they were both commit-
ted to using their celebrity as a productive and posi-
tive social instrument. In the midst of widespread
generational turmoil, as antiwar activists, as spokes-
persons for human rights at home and abroad, as
proponents of the transformative power of love,
and as artists who insisted that art (both their indi-
vidual and increasingly collaborative works) be a tool
for social change, Ono and Lennon made many in-
fluential friends and equally influential enemies. Both
were targets, not only of continuous FBI harassment
(including an ongoing attempt to deport Lennon as
an undesirable alien), but also of those whose inner
hatreds and reliance upon violence defined them as
much as John and Yoko were defined by peace and
love. And though they understood the price that
they were paying and would continue to pay for
their activist aesthetic, and had the same range of
concerns and fears.anyone else might, they man-
aged to persevere.

Years later, | see that in this context, the title This /s
Not Here seems far more than a clever linguistic al-
lusion to Magritte or the tag line for some quasi-
Buddhist sentiment. Rather than a statement of
negation, it was an instruction. Not here, then
where? If the work existed (and we knew it did),
then it had to be somewhere—just not where we
thought it would be. The inductive instruction was
simple. Art resides in no physical place; not in a mu-

seum, not in any institutional framework. In fact,
what Yoko was implying was that art exists only as a
bridge between the human mind and soul.

When the exhibition opened on October 9, 1971,
over 5,000 people were camped out in the cold
Syracuse rain to ensure their place among the first
to experience the show. On the eve of Lennon’s
thirtieth birthday, the exhibition was a gift from
Yoko to John (whose active participation led to his
listing as “Guest Artist”) and an extension of their
love for each other. As sentimental as this may
sound, it was far from a corny show-business ges-
ture. It was, and remains to this day, a primary ex-
ample of how Yoko managed to use the simple
concept of love as a universal social construction as
the content for her own aesthetic and philosophical
stance. This is not here, it is everywhere and eternal.

Yoko Ono.

Yes.
David A. Ross, director of the San Francisco Museum of
Modern Art, was a member of the curatorial staff at the

Everson Museum of Art at the time of the exhibition This Is
Not Here.
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FIGURE 4.2
INVITATION, THIS IS
NOT HERE, 1971.
FRONT AND BACK
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The Ballad of John and Yoko

JANN S. WENNER

On November 9, 1966, John Lennon climbed to the
top of a ladder in the Indica Gallery in London and
looked up at a framed paper attached to the ceiling.
He peered at it, using a magnifying glass affixed to
one side, and saw a single word inscribed in tiny let-
ters: YES.

“| felt relieved,” John said, recalling that moment
during our December 1970 interviews, the historic
first post-Beatles confessional memoirs published
early the following year in Rolling Stone. “It's a
great relief when you get up the ladder and you
look through the spyglass and it doesn’t say no or
fuck you; it says YES."

The ladder, the spyglass, the paper, that word: these
constituted John's first encounter with the art, and
the heart, of his future companion and collaborator,
Yoko Ono. The occasion was a preview of Yoko's
one-person Indica show, Unfinished Paintings and
Objects; the piece was called Ceiling Painting (YES
Painting). That evening, John and Yoko were intro-
duced to each other for the first time by Indica co-
owner John Dunbar. Lennon was a Beatle, and
would be for another three and a half years. But he
was already shedding layers of skin. He was anxious
to take his words and music to new places, to seek
fresh wisdom through his rock 'n’ roll. YES was a
door swinging open to the rest of his life, a perfect
metaphor—everything is possible; nothing, and no
one, is out of reach—for his personal and working
relationship with Yoko, soon to go into high gear.

ER

YES also defines, with Zen poise and sly humor, the
essential character of Yoko's continuing body of
work: the films, sculptures, and conceptual installa-
tions; her singing, songwriting, and record making;
the Bed-Ins, War Is Over! billboards, and other public
"peace” projects that she created, first with John,
then in his memory.

They are expressions of art as community, as a shar-
ing of pain, hope, and redemption. Yoko was born
in a world (imperial Japan) and time (1933) far
from the physical and sociocultural ground zero of
rock ‘'n” roll; long before she entered the Beatles’
orbit, she was a provocateur, a star in the cata-
combs of the New York avant-garde. But her art has
always been a rock 'n’ roll unto itself—an audience-
participation experience in which she asks questions
about life and love and celebrates individual free-
dom and common bonds. You don’t merely look or
listen to her work; you're in it, from the moment of
conception.

“We are social beings. There is no such thing as a
monologue,” she says today. “I've only wanted to
accentuate what is obvious: that life is a dialogue.”
So it was with John and Yoko, and ultimately be-
tween them and the rest of us. He showed her the
wonders, liberties, and leverage of popular super-
stardom; she showed him—and through his faith
and support, the world—the power of YES.

Yoko first appeared in the pages of Rolling Stone in
1968—not as John's new girlfriend, but as an artist
in her own right. A series of news reports and re-
views published in the magazine between August

and December of that year covered the breadth and
depth of her most recent projects, many of them
initiated in a rush of combined energy with John.
There was, most famously, the audio-collage album
Two Virgins, recorded in a single night of passion
and tape experiments and packaged between two
self-portrait photos, front and back views of John
and Yoko in the nude. In “John” by Yoko Ono, “Yoko”
by John Lennon, a piece created at Coventry Cathe-
dral in England, a pair of acorns was planted in a
garden where people could sit on a white wrought-
iron seat and literally watch the trees grow.

And two new films directed by Yoko and starring
John created a split sensation—pro and con—at the
Chicago International Film Festival. One movie, also
titled Two Virgins, was a nineteen-minute short of
John and Yoko's faces superimposed on each other,
an ingenious visual rendering of their union. Film
No. 5 was a healing reel: three-minute footage of
John'’s enigmatic grin, slowed down and manipulated
by Yoko into fifty-one minutes of therapeutic impres-
sionism, which also came to be known as just Smile.

"My ultimate goal was a long long film with every-
body in the world smiling,” she claimed at the time.
"I needed the cooperation of world governments.”
But Yoko also drew rich meaning from her close-up
portrait of the bemused John. “There wasn't any
point in just making love, secretly and everything.
We had to make a film which had the same vibra-
tions as making love.... A smile for everyone.” That
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included both academic and underground pundits,
already pouncing on her for commercially exploiting
her access to a Beatle, of using “world peace” as a
thematic crutch for vacuous art.

“Some critic commented on us, John and |, as being
lollipop artists, who are preoccupied with blowing
soap bubbles forever,” Yoko said in December of
'68. “I thought that was beautiful. There’s a lot you
can do blowing soap bubbles.”

You could see the proof, issue by issue, in Rolling
Stone. In the late 1960s and throughout the 1970s,
the magazine was, in a way, an extended print com-
panion of the Beatles’ 1969 single “The Ballad of
John and Yoko,” a tongue-in-cheek diary of the pair’s
love-and-peace escapades. John and Yoko's art,
individually and together—the records and gallery
shows; the cryptic Bagism events; the legendary
concert debut of the Plastic Ono Band at the ‘69
Toronto Rock ‘n’ Roll Revival, even the 1970 "hair-
cuts for charity”—was news, and we covered it with
the same day-to-day immediacy with which they
commanded the world’s attention. (In 1970 | partici-
pated in the artist’s work when | took my clothes off
in New York for her film Up Your Legs Forever.)

In November 1968, Rolling Stone celebrated its first
anniversary by publishing, uncensored, the nude
photos of John and Yoko from Two Virgins. The LP
had already caused a furor. Public opinion was
against them. Copies were confiscated by police
and record stores banned the album; where it was
for sale, it was wrapped in brown paper. | wired
John and Yoko in London from our San Francisco
offices and offered to publish the photos. The Two
Virgins issue, accompanied by an exclusive interview
with John, was the first John and Yoko and Rolling
Stone collaboration. It brought national recognition
to the magazine and full attention to the poignancy,
the honesty, and the politics of those photographs.

By today’s standards, this might not seem remark-
able, but in 1968, it was utterly astonishing. People
did not pose naked, let alone famous people; and
John was at the peak of his Beatles fame, a revered
household icon around the world. Thus, these pic-
tures were a revolutionary statement. Not only did
John and Yoko strip themselves and say, “we are not
different from any other man or woman, we are all
naked underneath and we are all one,” but they also
said, “whoever you are, however ordinary your body,
nothing to be ashamed of, be free.” And when we
published these pictures it was with a quote from
Genesis 2, verse 25: “And they were both naked,
the man and his wife, and were not ashamed.”

It was one of their greatest and most important col-
laborations in art and politics.
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John and Yoko's compelling 1969 film Rape was a
brutal examination of their own lives. Seventy-seven
minutes of a young woman being followed inces-
santly by the camera, a nonstop intrusion that ap-
pears to drive her to the precipice of psychosis, Rape
captured the black side effects of John and Yoko's
very public marriage and unity crusades: paranoia,
rage, and theft of privacy. In its title and central dis-
tressed character, Rape also prefigured the bold, de-
fiant feminism—"Woman Power,” as Yoko called it
in a song on her 1973 album Feeling the Space—
that became a core theme of her own recordings.

“The mud of rock 'n" roll,” as she puts it, was an ideal
medium, and camouflage, for the playful sabotage
and maternal fighting spirit running through every
facet of Yoko's creative labor. “I did not think of
rock ‘'n’ roll as ‘art’ for the longest time,” she admits
now. When she first heard the Beatles’ “Strawberry
Fields Forever” (Mario Amaya, the editor of Art and
Artists, played it for her in London right after its
release), she was unimpressed with the group’s dal-
liance with dissonance. Yoko's own experiments
with the limits of tonality dated back to the early
1960s. Her astounding singing, a tremulous word-
less wail, was an electrifying feature of her concerts
at the Village Gate and Carnegie Recital Hall in
1961, and she had been hailed as a genuinely origi-
nal voice by John Cage and Ornette Coleman.

When, early in their relationship, John showed Yoko
some new Beatles lyrics, including “Yellow Subma-
rine,” she thought they were “a bit silly”—until she
reconsidered them in terms of surrealist verse. “Yel-
low was the color of light,” she explains, “and the
yellow submarine—the unconscious mind—was
moving under water, which was emotion. And we
all live in that submarine. What a beautiful concept.
This surrealist poetry was being played on radio and
phonographs around the world to millions of peo-
ple of all ages. Musically, the beat and chords of pop
and rock felt too simplistic. | finally got it when |
was sitting in on the Beatles’ recording sessions.
That simple beat was the heartbeat of the Universe.”

It is strange to reread the polarized opinions in origi-
nal Rolling Stone reviews of Yoko's first solo record-
ings: Yoko Ono/Plastic Ono Band (her visceral 1970
sister album to John'’s classic “primal scream” solo
debut) and the double albums Fly (1971) and Ap-
proximately Infinite Universe (1973). There is stunned
positive surprise, unpleasant disbelief, begrudging
praise, and utter boredom, in equal measure, some-
times all in the same review. The advent of punk
rock and the coming of age in the 1990s of a new

outspoken breed of women in rock, many of them
ardent students of those LPs, have since proven
Yoko's rock 'n’ roll—its open-heart honesty and abra-
sive fury; the way her voice soared in shivering arcs
against John's whorls of guitar distortion and feed-
back—to be a powerful weapon of change and
inspiration. She has worked on stage and in the stu-
dio with members of the New York avant-rock com-
munity, including Sonic Youth and the Beastie Boys.
On her 1995 album Rising, Yoko bound together the
principal ideals of her life and art—peace, family, the
euphoric properties of unfettered electric guitar—in
songs about holocaust and salvation, performed
with the power trio IMA, led by her son, Sean.

“Being an incorrigible rebel, | literally fed on adver-
sity,” she told me recently. “Of course, it hurt. |
won't say | liked it. In fact, it had gotten downright
tiresome at one point. But in hindsight, it was better
than having been totally adored. That's the worst
killer, I think. Having been so severely attacked and
laughed at by the whole world, | feel | became wis-
er, stronger, and more creative for it.”

This exhibition is a long-overdue validation of Yoko's
pioneering vision and multi-discipline gifts. It is sad
and ironic that John is not here to revel in it with
her. He was Yoko's most devoted fan; his very last
recording session, the night of his death in 1980, was
for what would prove to be her biggest and most
memorable single, “Walking on Thin Ice.” But his
absence is, in a sense, further proof of the enduring
force of her work. Just as her earliest achievements
in the avant-garde predated her introduction to John
that fateful night in the Indica Gallery, her art has
outlived his loving patronage. | was particularly trans-
fixed by Ex It, a 1998 installation in a SoHo garage
consisting of 100 unpainted wooden coffins—adult-
and child-size—punctuated by young, budding fruit
trees and tape loops of chirping birds. It was a grip-
ping meditation on the indivisibility of death and life
and the natural order of coming and going; on
man'’s unchecked capacity for cruelty to his own
kind, the continued blessing of rebirth, and each gen-
eration’s potential—and responsibility—for change.

Yet the word art is not big enough to describe the
dimensions and lessons of two of Yoko's greatest
works, both direct products of personal loss. At
noon on December 14, 1980, six days after John's
death, citizens of New York gathered in Central
Park for ten minutes, at Yoko's request, in silent
prayer. Similar ten-minute periods of silence were
observed simultaneously in cities throughout the
world. It was a truly universal memorial for John,



simple in its ideals, breathtaking in its size and ef-
fect. In North America alone, 500 radio stations
stopped broadcasting. | will never forget the quiet
in Central Park that afternoon where | stood with
more than 100,000 others in solemn contempla-
tion, an exorcism of grief in which the entire city,
and the globe, stood in suspended animation. There
was, for those ten minutes, world peace.

Five years later, on October 9, 1985—what would
have been John's forty-fifth birthday—Yoko official-
ly opened Strawberry Fields, an “international gar-
den of peace” honoring John, located in Central
Park in an area that had been one of his, Sean, and
Yoko's favorite walking spots. At the entrance, in a
circle of benches and surrounded by trees con-
tributed by more than 100 nations, is a black-and-
white mosaic with a single word from one of John's
most famous songs: Imagine. It is like a permanent
outdoor version of the original YES piece in the Indi-
ca Gallery. When John came down that ladder, he

was forever changed. When | walk through Straw-
berry Fields today, | can't help but sense the differ-
ence in the air: in the warmth of people’s smiles, in
the subtle electricity of introspection.

Strawberry Fields and the silent memorial are the
most elaborate yet simple, quintessential, and expan-
sive expressions of Yoko's work and ideas—art that
calls for the participation of an individual, of several
individuals, of all individuals, and asks viewers to
think, to listen, to see the world that is in and around
all of us. They are really living sculptures, global ex-
pressions of harmony and the call for peace.

All quotes are from The Ballad of John and Yoko (1982)
and recent interviews by the author.

FIGURE 5.2
STRAWBERRY FIELDS,
CENTRAL PARK, NEW
YORK
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Instructions for a World of Stickiness:

The Early Conceptual Work of Yoko Ono

BRUCE ALTSHULER

Conceptual artists are mystics rather than
rationalists. They leap to conclusions that logic
cannot reach.

—Sol LeWitt, “Sentences on Conceptual Art,” 1969

I am still groping in the world of stickiness.

—Yoko Ono, “The Word of a Fabricator,” 1962

In 1961 Yoko Ono began to exhibit works of art
that took the form of instructions. First in a show of
paintings created according to specific directions,
and later through the display and publication of
written instructions themselves, Ono pioneered one
of the central modes of Conceptualist art-making.
Moving from objects to ideas as the center of her
artistic practice, Ono anticipated the “dematerial-
ization” that would characterize vanguard art from
the mid-1960s into the early 1970s."

Ono's Conceptualist work most often is viewed in
relation to two influences, the reductive forms of
traditional Japanese culture and the avant-garde
compositions of the circle of John Cage. But the
tone of Ono's early instruction pieces seems to issue
from another source, the anguished cry of postwar
existentialism. Working in New York, Tokyo, and
later in London, Ono integrated these disparate in-
fluences, generating a body of work of unique tex-
ture and significance.

The most natural place to start is with John Cage,
whose ideas were transmitted to the downtown
avant-garde in part through his class in experimen-
tal composition taught at the New School for Social
Research from the fall of 1956 to the summer of
1960.2 In response to Cage's nonstandard assign-
ments students created performance pieces em-
ploying chance procedures and everyday objects,
developing interests that had drawn nonmusician

FIGURE 6.1
PAINTING IN THREE
STANZAS FROM
GRAPEFRUIT (1964)

participants like George Brecht, Allan Kaprow, and
Jackson Mac Low to the class. But the course also
attracted those with classical musical training. One
of these individuals was Ichiyanagi Toshi, who had
come to New York from Tokyo to study at Juilliard
and was married at the time to Yoko Ono. Through
Ichiyanagi, and by observing a class session, Ono
learned of the innovative work being done in the
class and saw the musical score transformed into a
vehicle for broader art-making.

What we might call the metaphysics of the score is
critical to the importance of this form. The use of
the written score focuses attention on the openness
of the work of art itself, both in its realization and in
its interpretation. This openness is implicit in musical
composition, in which many factors affecting per-
formance and listener experience are unspecified
and unspecifiable, but it comes to the fore in Con-
ceptualist instruction pieces of the 1960s. Without
reliance on a musical tradition, questions about
how a score is to be executed and how the resulting
object or performance is to be interpreted become
central to the work. Citing the score of, say, George
Brecht's EGG (January 1963) should make the point
clear: “at least one egg.” For such works, the fact of
open-ended interpretation is both part of their con-
tent and a defining feature of their ontological status.
Instruction works themselves are open-textured, ad-
mitting the world—through variations in execution
and interpretation—into their very being.

Another significant figure within this context is the
composer La Monte Young. In 1960, in California
and New York, Young created a series of instruction
pieces more minimal, and less theatrical, than most
of those coming out of the Cage class, a reductive

path that George Brecht also would pursue in the ear-
ly 1960s. With such directions as “Draw a straight
line and follow it."” (Composition 1960 #10, to Bob
Morris), and “The performer should prepare any
composition and then perform it as well as he can.”
(Composition 1960 #13, to Richard Huelsenbeck),
Young added a distinctive voice to a growing body
of work that emphasized the open interpretation of
ideas set down through performance instructions.

From December 1960 through May 1961, Young
and Ono organized a series of events in Ono’s loft
on the top floor of 112 Chambers Street.? Here new
music, poetry, performance, and instruction works
met a small but sympathetic audience, which in-
cluded Marcel Duchamp and the future impresario
of Fluxus, George Maciunas. Although Ono had rent-
ed the loft as a place to hold performances and at-
tempted to influence the program, Young monopo-
lized the series and she found herself relegated to a
subsidiary role. But it was during the loft concerts
that Ono first displayed a number of her Instruction
Paintings on the walls, and placed Painting to Be
Stepped On on the floor#

Maciunas, who had met Young in Richard Maxfield's
electronic music class, became increasingly involved
in the new art growing out of Cage’s influence. Im-
pressed by the performances at Ono's loft, in early
1961 he initiated a concert series at AG Gallery,
which he owned with Almus Salcius. Later that year,
before leaving New York for Europe (where in
1962-63 he would organize his seminal series of
Fluxus festivals), Maciunas began collaborating with
Young to publish An Anthology, the landmark com-
pendium of avant-garde work that Young had as-
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sembled.> But most significantly for Yoko Ono, it was
Maciunas who presented her first exhibition, Paint-
ings and Drawings by Yoko Ono, in July 1961 at AG
Gallery, 925 Madison Avenue (figs. 6.2-5; no. 2).°

There were only some twenty works in the AG
Gallery exhibition, but these pieces formed two dis-
tinct groups. In the back part of the gallery were
calligraphic images, some in the form of accordion-
like books, demonstrating Ono's use of sumi ink on
paper. Although she by no means was a master cal-
ligrapher, Ono earned money demonstrating callig-
raphy and other traditional Japanese arts—includ-
ing haiku, flower arranging, and origami—for New
York’s Japan Society, and Maciunas thought, cor-
rectly, that such works would be salable. (Two of
them were sold.) Calligraphic technique and the use
of sumi ink, featured on the exhibition poster as
well as in the gallery, also reinforced the natural as-
sociation of Ono with Japan and, more important,
with Zen Buddhism, much in vogue within the
American avant-garde during the 1950s and 1960s.
But while the calligraphic pieces looked toward her
past, the second group of works looked toward the
future: at least thirteen pieces (exhibited as Instruc-
tion Paintings) were based on ideas that could be
stated as verbal directions, instructions that would
be followed by the artist, and by viewers, to make
the works.’

What were Yoko Ono’s Instruction Paintings like?
Most of the works required the viewer’s participa-
tion, invited orally when she or Maciunas escorted
the exhibition’s few visitors around the gallery. Wa-
terdrop Painting—of which there were two ver-
sions, one a round and the other an irregularly
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FIGURE 6.2

PAINTINGS AND
DRAWINGS BY YOKO
ONO, AG GALLERY,
NEW YORK, 1961.
INSTALLATION VIEW,
WITH PAINTING TO BE
STEPPED ON AND
WATERDROP PAINTING
ON FLOOR AND PAINTING
UNTIL IT BECOMES
MARBLE ON TABLE

shaped piece of canvas—called for the visitor to
drip water on the work, which lay on the floor (fig.
6.3). Another floor piece—~Painting to Be Stepped
On—asked the visitor to do just that, though in this
case the artist’s instruction, which also was the
painting’s title, could be read from a card on the
floor (fig. 6.4).%2 Smoke Painting was to be complet-
ed by viewers burning the canvas and watching the
smoke rise, the work being finished when there was
no canvas left (fig. 6.5). Displayed on a table, Paint-
ing Until It Becomes Marble involved both addition
and subtraction of materials: visitors were asked to
remove and/or paint some of the elements of which
it was composed (fig. 6.2). Painting in Three Stanzas
consisted of a plant growing through a hole in the
canvas, accompanied by a card written in English by
Ichiyanagi that suggests three stages of the work:
growth, decay, and rebirth (pls. 2a-b). Visitor partic-
ipation was primarily cerebral, imagining these stages
of the plant's—and the painting’s—development.
Similar mental effort was called for with the two
versions of Painting to See in the Dark, in which the
viewer was asked to imagine how these pieces
would look without light. Projective imagination was
also critical to the experience of Shadow Painting,
which, in the manner of Robert Rauschenberg’s
White Paintings of 1951-52, takes its imagery from
shadows cast on the canvas by objects in the envi-
ronment (fig. 1.8).

In her 1965 self-published Ono’s Sales List—which
offered works directly to the public for prices rang-
ing from 25¢ per inch for audio tape of snow falling
to $3,000 for a machine that cries—Ono refers to
these instruction pieces as “do-it-yourself paint-
ings” (no. 37). Her phrase suggests a critical aspect
of these works, the suggestion that art-making is
available to anyone. Here Cage’s democratization of

music—in terms of both the sounds and the com-
positional strategies that count as musical—is
moved toward Maciunas's view that art institutions
would become obsolete as everyone becomes an
artist. Although Ono did not focus on the political
implications of this attitude in the manner of Maciu-
nas, her AG Gallery exhibition applied to painting a
perspective primarily manifested at this time in the
context of performance.? Apart from the contem-
porary work of George Brecht, who employed the
term “event” to conceptually unite performances
and objects, this democratic—and anarchistic—atti-
tude toward artistic production would not be direct-
ed to object-making until the mid-1960s. Eventually,
entire exhibitions would consist of objects made by
viewers following artists’ instructions.'®

It is interesting to compare Ona's Instruction Paintings
with some of the objects George Brecht exhibited in
autumn 1959 at Reuben Gallery in an exhibition en-
titled Toward Events. In four pieces that called for
viewer participation, Brecht presented objects with
which visitors could interact to create “events.” In-
struction texts for three of the works—The Case,
Dome, and Solitaire—were printed on the invitation
and displayed in the gallery, while instructions for
engaging the fourth piece, The Cabinet, seem to
have been understood as obviously similar to those
for The Case and Dome. Instructions for The Case
and Dome directed visitors to remove, manipulate,
and replace objects enclosed in these containers,
the event consisting of all “sensible occurrences”
taking place during this activity. Solitaire consisted
of a table, stool, and box of twenty-seven unique
cards, with a set of instructions describing a com-
plex solitairelike game to be played with the cards
at the table. In these works Brecht seems primarily
concerned with the events to be created through
engagement with his objects, the objects them-
selves being something like props for these events.
At AG Gallery, on the other hand, Ono would call
for visitor participation in the creation of the objects
themselves. But as both Brecht and Ono were look-
ing for involvement by others in the creation of art-
works—in his case “events,” in her case “paint-
ings”"—these two exhibitions clearly were moving in
the same direction, away from the artist’s hand and
out into the world. In May—June 1961, just before
Ono's AG Gallery show, Brecht would employ this
strategy again with his Three Chair Events at Martha
Jackson Gallery, in the important group exhibition
Environments, Situations, Spaces. By this time
Brecht had begun to distribute event cards to
friends, instructions for the kind of elaborate events
that he had created in John Cage’s New School class,
and scores for works that could be realized as either
events or objects. "



It is tempting to read back onto the AG Gallery In-
struction Paintings the verbal directions that Ono
would publish for all but two of them in Grapefruit
in 1964, but written instructions accompanied only
three paintings in the exhibition. Although in the
summer of 1961 it seems that Ono did not fully re-
alize the radical implications of her use of instruc-
tions, her focus on viewer participation elicited by
the artist's words soon led to an awareness of their
conceptual significance. For if anyone can partici-
pate in the creation of an artwork by following di-
rections for manipulating an object made by the
artist, then the artist should be able to devise a set
of instructions by which anyone alone can create an
artwork. An artist's role then might consist only of
formulating the instructions, and the idea of the
work—as expressed through these instructions—
would become central. Here thinking is more funda-
mental than making, or, perhaps more accurately,
thinking is the most important kind of making. In
1962, on the walls of a Tokyo exhibition space, Yoko
Ono presented this Conceptualist view of art and
art-making.

In conjunction with her concert at Sogetsu Art Cen-
ter in Tokyo on May 24, 1962 (no. 27), Ono exhibit-
ed more than thirty Instructions for Paintings (no.
3), something very different from the Instruction
Paintings shown at AG Gallery.'2 Sogetsu Art Cen-
ter was the premier avant-garde performance and
exhibition venue in Japan, created and run by the
artist and filmmaker Teshigahara Hiroshi as an exten-

sion of the nontraditional flower-arranging school
established by his father, and this event conferred
significant status within the world of advanced
art.’3 But while Ono's performance of Of a Grape-
fruit in the World of Park and other pieces certainly
presented works never before seen in Japan, her
display of white sheets of paper taped to the lobby
walls, with Japanese instructions neatly penned in
blue and black ink, introduced something entirely
new. By this time Ono understood and made clear
the implication of her earlier Instruction Paintings:
Given the conceptual primacy of idea over physical
realization, verbal statements are all that one need
exhibit. Seeing them on the same occasion as Ono's
performance, the astute visitor might well identify
with the artist as someone who could follow a set
of instructions to create a work of vanguard art.

Ono's presentation of an exhibition consisting entirely
of instruction sheets was a groundbreaking move in
1962, one that has only begun to receive recogni-
tion within the history of Conceptual Art. She was
the first artist to develop an exhibition format that
clearly presented the notion of ideas as constitutive
of artworks, dramatically displaying the ascendancy
of concept over material instantiation. It would take
close to seven years for the next major innovation in
this area, Seth Siegelaub’s 1968-69 series of exhibi-
tions in the form of printed catalogues.'

In order to emphasize the conceptual over the visu-
al—as Ono put it in 1995, “To make the point that

FIGURE 6.3 (LEFT)
WATERDROP PAINTING.
INSTALLATION VIEW,

AG GALLERY, NEW YORK,
1961

FIGURE 6.4 (RIGHT)
A PAINTING TO BE
STEPPED ON.
INSTALLATION
VIEW, AG GALLERY,
NEW YORK, 1961
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the instructions were not themselves graphic im-
ages”—she wanted the instruction cards to be
typewritten.’ But lacking a Japanese-language
typewriter, she asked Ichiyanagi, experienced at
copying musical scores, to write them in his careful
lettering. Originally composed in English, the texts
were translated by Ono into Japanese scores, which
Ichiyanagi then copied onto ten-by-fifteen-inch white
sheets of paper. The Instructions for Paintings dis-
played at Sogetsu included scores for eight works
that had been physically realized at AG Gallery,
eleven more pieces with titles indicating the actions
to be performed (e.g. Painting to Hammer a Nail),
and additional works generically titled An Imaginary
Piece on the exhibition announcement. (When such
works were published in Grapefruit, this generic title
became Painting to Be Constructed in Your Head.)

Ono’s “imaginary pieces” broadened her pursuit of
Conceptual art-making, expanding beyond the ma-
terials and activities associated with painting. Fol-
lowing the instructions required mental actions as
well as physical ones—mixing the imagery of three
paintings in one’s mind and mentally reassembling
the figures or, more elaborately, imaginatively trans-
forming a square canvas into a circular one, identi-
fying a shape arising in the process, and attaching
to the canvas an object, smell, sound, or color asso-
ciated in one’s mind with that shape. This move to
the imaginary continues the dematerializing trajec-
tory from object-making to the composition and
display of instructions, and it represents the future
of Ono’s interests.

The embrace of mental construction adds another
layer of open interpretation to those implied by in-
struction works, and in a sense it brings the concep-
tual situation full circle. Beginning with an idea, the
artist then formulates a verbal expression, spoken or
written instructions for the creation of a work. But as
is clear from the multiple written versions—in Eng-
lish and Japanese—of particular instruction works
that Ono presented between her AG Gallery exhibi-
tion and the 1964 publication of Grapefruit, a single
idea admits of many verbal statements.'® Similar
multiple possibilities exist at the next stage, where
verbal instructions are followed to create physical
objects or events. Here Ono's own practice is exem-
plary, as she has realized her works in quite diverse
ways during the past four decades. And such open-
ness of interpretation obviously is available to any-
one following her instructions. Suggesting that this
last stage be done mentally, in the imagination, rad-
ically extends the interpretative possibilities as well
as allows instructions that cannot be realized physi-
cally. Thus, starting with ideas, Ono ends with ideas,
with the power of the imagination.

Yoko Ono’s instruction works, then, foretell a vast

range of interpretative possibility, and this situation
leads toward a renewed commitment to the social
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FIGURE 6.5

SMOKE PAINTING.
INSTALLATION VIEW,
AG GALLERY, NEW

YORK, 1961

world. The existence of instruction works requires
that they be realized—or realizable—by people oth-
er than the artist, implying an ongoing series of un-
foreseen interpretations. Instruction works thus
project themselves into time, moving away from the
artist into the indefinite future of possible realiza-
tions by others.'” What began in the subjective con-
sciousness of the artist comes to embrace the mental
and physical activity of a community of interpreters,
instruction works finding their significance in a
world extending beyond that of their initial creators.
In conversation Ono has marked the urge to com-
municate with others as essential to her work, and
her instruction pieces satisfy this need in a funda-
mental way.'®

Another sort of philosophical concern also pointed
Ono in this direction. In the essay “The Word of a
Fabricator,” published in the Ségetsu Art Center’s
journal in conjunction with her 1962 concert and
exhibition, she grounds her work in an existentialist
perspective.'® Citing “an endless pessimism” as the
root of artistic creation, Ono nonetheless wants to
escape the subjective point of view. She marks the fo-
cus on chance operations as a self-delusive attempt
to merge with nature—the attempt to “become a
weed"—and instead opts to assign herself “rules,”
to create and follow sets of instructions. These in-
structions are conceptual, and become real by their
enactment in the world. She seeks truth through
the realization of her ideas in the actions of others,
"attempting to make one’s own fiction a reality by
letting others cut off pieces of the romanticism that
inevitably enwraps fiction.” For Ono, Kierkegaardian
anguish is to be mitigated by interpersonal imagina-

tion and embodied acts of interpretation. Unable to
eliminate her distress through Buddhist or Cagean
strategies, she is left “groping in the world of sticki-
ness,” directly confronting the messiness of life
without preestablished solutions or definitions.

In “The Word of a Fabricator” Ono embraced a kind
of Sartrean existentialism, a position encapsulated
in the phrase “existence precedes essence.” Accord-
ing ‘to this view, people create what they are
through what they do, by means of their actions
and decisions. Pursuing art as a way of dealing with
her subjective suffering, Ono enmeshes her work in
the everyday world through instructions to be car-
ried out by others in their own lives. She thus ac-
knowledges the role of individual and interpersonal
activity in the creation of personal identity, and she
highlights our inability to escape “the world of
stickiness.” 20

Although Ono repudiated meditation in favor of en-
gagement with a public in her instruction works,
her scores themselves have often been associated
with haiku and Zen.2" This is an illuminating con-
nection, and it extends beyond such features as
concise imagery and reductive form. In its aggres-
sive aspects and bodily focus, much of Ono's work
recalls us to physical being in as sharp a manner as
the blow of the Zen master's kyosaku. Equally im-
portant is the element of transience, a central as-
pect of traditional Japanese aesthetics and of Zen
philosophy. The many disruptions of Ono’s child-
hood and adolescence, with moves between coun-
tries and from house to house, instilled in her an
acute sense of the transience of all things, some-
thing that she associates with her attraction to both



Zen and existentialism.?2 The existentialism to which
she was exposed in the early and mid-1950s at
Gakushain University and Sarah Lawrence College
combined with aspects of Japanese culture and
found expression in the avant-garde art form of the
instruction work.

While Ono's focus on ideas in the Sogetsu exhibition
clearly prefigures later Conceptual Art, the social di-
mension of her work distinguishes it from the Con-
ceptualism that subsequently grew out of Minimal-
ist sculpture practice in New York. Presented in
classic form in the writings of Sol LeWitt, this posi-
tion took the primacy of ideation to imply that once
the artist had generated the idea for a piece there
was no need for subsequent physical realization or
interpretation.23 But for Ono, connection with oth-
ers was central. An ongoing process of interpreting,
realizing, and imaginatively transforming ideas is an
essential aspect of her work.

Ono remained in Japan for more than two years af-
ter her first Sogetsu Art Center exhibition, and by
the time she returned to the United States in Au-
gust 1964, she had made her instruction pieces
available to a broader public in her book Grapefruit
(no. 4). One of the classic works of Conceptualism,
Grapefruit was self-published in Tokyo in an edition
of 500 under the mark of the Wunternaum Press.
Symbolically associating Ono's work with freedom
and liberation, and with the United States, the pub-
lication date of July 4, 1964, was printed on the
copyright page (fig. 6.6).

Just after the publication of Grapefruit Ono presented
another exhibition.2* With her book in hand, and for
sale, on July 20 Ono displayed a group of objects with
accompanying instructions in Yamaichi Hall in Kyo-
to. The occasion—titled /nsound and Instructure—
involved a concert done with current husband An-
thony Cox and friend Al Wonderlick (/nsound), and
an exhibition in the lobby (/nstructure). The mean-
ing of “instructure,” a term derived by combining
“instruction” and “structure,” was explained in the
program: “Something that emerged from instruc-
tions and yet is not quite emerged—not quite struc-
tured—never quite structured...like an unfinished
church with a sky ceiling.”2® Displayed on about a
dozen white pedestals, the Instructures consisted of
instruction cards written by Ono in English and
Japanese describing mental actions to be performed
with the companion objects. Each set of actions in-
volved the construction in the imagination of some
sort of large-scale structure with the materials on
that pedestal, which might be a pile of toothpicks,
fingernails, or pubic hair.2® Like quite a few of her
instruction works and performance pieces, many of
these materials were body-related and bordered on
the taboo. The next day another event was held at
the Zen temple Nanzenji, where, beginning at 6 p.m.,

thirty to forty attendees gathered in silence and to-
gether watched the moon and stars through the
night (no. 29).

Occasioned by an invitation to perform in a much
less meditative environment, Ono’s move to London
from New York two years later led to another dis-
play of instruction works, which would set the pat-
tern for subsequent exhibitions. In September 1966
Ono went to London to participate in the Destruc-
tion in Art Symposium (DIAS), presenting her ideas
in conversation, lecture, and performance over the
month-long event (no. 33).2” Probably through
Mario Amaya, editor of Art and Artists and an or-
ganizer of the Symposium, Ono met John Dunbar
and arranged to have an exhibition at his Indica
Gallery. Yoko at Indica: Unfinished Paintings and
Objects opened on November 9. This was her most
elaborate exhibition to date, consisting of at least
eleven paintings and twenty-five objects, and it re-
inforced the notoriety she had received in her Sep-
tember performances.?® The show also had a strik-
ing visual unity, with many works in the exhibition
painted white. An important exception is Add Color
Painting, a work inviting participation, which con-
sisted of a canvas or board on the wall with colored
paints and a brush on a chair next to it. Other works

FIGURE 6.6
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also asked for such viewer involvement, including
Apple (an apple, sitting on a clear Plexiglas pedestal,
that some visitors took as an invitation to eat; no.
15), Rearrangement Piece (needles on a white plexi
box with a magnet underneath), Painting to Ham-
mer a Nail (with attached hammer and available
nails; no. 9), Water Piece (a sponge with a vial of
water and a dropper on a clear plexi pedestal; no.
11), Balance Piece (on which visitors deposited their
fingernails to bring a scale into balance), and a new
version of Painting to Be Stepped On. Not surpris-
ingly, visitor activity sometimes was imaginative in-
stead of physical, as with Pointedness, a white ball
on a pedestal bearing the suggestive words, “This
sphere will be a sharp point when it gets to the far
side of the room in your mind” (no. 12).2° Mental
participation could mix with physical action as well,
as with Mend Piece, a broken cup alongside a tube
of glue and a needle and thread, which could be
put back together in your mind or right on its
pedestal (fig. 6.7). Involving the mental and the
physical in a different way was a reference to Mar-
cel Duchamp, the progenitor of Conceptualism,
who had given artists the freedom to designate as
art any object or activity: a white chessboard and
chess set, to be played with as long as one could
remeémber where one’s pieces were.3°
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With an innovative catalogue prepared and financed
by the artist, a notebook of preliminary drawings for
the works and their installation, and the large num-
ber of pieces created for the show, this exhibition set
the tone for Ono's future exhibitions, beginning
with her group of installations and objects in Half-A-
Wind Show at Lisson Gallery in London in Novem-
ber 1967. Ono’s exhibitions would grow in complex-
ity, but her orientation toward the conceptual and
her focus on the imagination remained the same.
Consider three of the many manifestations of Blue
Room Event: the work originated as instructions at-
tached to the walls of Ono's New York apartments
in 1966 (no. 5). These instructions appeared at Lis-
son Gallery as one of the four environments, a
white room that was to become blue through the
imaginative acts of those sitting in it.3" And for her
1971 exhibition at the Everson Museum of Art in
Syracuse, where Blue Room Event comprised a sec-
tion of the show, George Maciunas produced a set
of rubber stamps that repeated such implicit in-
structions for mental gymnastics as “This room will
be round when it gets to the center of your mind,”
“This window is 2,000 feet wide,” and “Stay until
the room is blue” (fig. 2.18). Visitors could leave the
exhibition equipped to re-create Blue Room Event
whenever and wherever they chose.

Yoko Ono's instruction works are critical contribu-
tions to the history of Conceptualism, both in their
substantive content and in the form in which they
were presented to the public. In particular, her 1962
Tokyo display of written instructions was the first
exhibition whose form was based upon the primacy
of idea over object. As Ono came to focus more on
the activity of the imagination, the democratic and
libertarian aspects of her work came to the fore,
mining the political implications of Cage’s practice,
the social imperative that she found in existential-
ism, and a Zen-influenced interest in the operation
of the mind. Her thoughts—communicated through
instructions—were meant to be shared, and Ono's
hope was for their development through interpreta-
tion by others. And in the end, the empowerment
of others through imaginative activity forms the on-
going life of the instruction works of Yoko Ono.
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ONO PREPARING MEND
PIECE, INDICA GALLERY,
LONDON, 1966




NOTES

1. The term was first used to characterize the new varieties of art-
making in Lucy Lippard and John Chandler, “The Dematerialization
of Art,” Art International 12, no. 2 (February 1968). For documenta-
tion of the period, see Lucy Lippard, ed., Six Years: The Dematerializa-
tion of the Art Object from 1966 to 1972 (New York: Praeger, 1973).

2. For an account of this class and its importance, see Bruce Alt-
shuler, “The Cage Class” in FluxAttitudes, exh. cat. (Buffalo: Hall-
walls Contemporary Arts Center, 1991), 17-23.

3. For a list of these performances, see Chronology, 1960-62. See
also Happening & Fluxus, exh. cat. (1970); and Henry Flynt, “Muta-
tions of the Vanguard: Pre-Fluxus, During Fluxus, Late Fluxus” in Ubi
Fluxus Ibi Motus: 1990-1962, exh. cat. (1990), 104-5. Printed on
the bottom of notices of performances at the loft was the following
disclaimer: THE PURPOSE OF THIS SERIES IS NOT ENTERTAINMENT.

4. Ono, e-mail to author, 3 November 1999.

5. For an account of the history of this publication and of the peri-
od, see Jackson Mac Low, “Wie George Maciunas die New Yorker
Avantgarde kennenlernte” in 1962 Wiesbaden Fluxus 1982: Eine
kleine Geschichte von Fluxus in drei Teilen, exh. cat. (Wiesbaden:
Museum Wiesbaden, Nassuischer Kunstverein, and Harlekin Art,
1982), 110-25 (text in both German and English).

6. During the two-week run of Ono's exhibition the AG perfor-
mance series included presentations by La Monte Young, Walter de
Maria, Henry Flynt, and Ray Johnson. For an account of this exhibi-
tion, see Hendricks, Paintings and Drawings by Yoko Ono (1993).

7. Although only thirteen Instruction Paintings are documented, an
unsigned typescript in the Silverman Collection mentions that fif-
teen instructions were shown at AG Gallery.

8. In addition to a swipe at high art in the manner of Dada, Painting
to Be Stepped On also refers to fumie, Christian images used in
Japan in the seventeenth century in the campaign to suppress Chris-
tianity. Purported Christians were tried by their willingness to step
on these images of Christ or the Virgin. Ono's work likewise pro-
vides a test of the viewer's willingness to reject traditional ideas
about art. See [Ono], Yoko at Indica, exh. cat. (1966), [P1].

9. While Ono did not emphasize the future obsolescence of profes-
sional art-making, she apparently agreed with Maciunas’s view,
writing to Ivan Karp in 1965: “Soon there will be no need of artists,
since people will start to write their own instructions or exchange
them and paint” (letter to lvan Karp, 1965; Anthology 13).

10. On Brecht's use of the term “event,” see Brecht, “The Origin of
Events” (1970) in Happening & Fluxus, n.p. For the development of
instruction works in the 1960s, see Altshuler, “Art by Instruction
and the Pre-History of Do It” in Do /t exh. cat. (1997), 22-28.

11. George Brecht conceived the works in Toward Events while tak-
ing Cage’s class, and their development is documented in the note-
books in which he took his class notes, recently published in facsimile
in George Brecht—Notebooks |-V (Cologne: Verlag der Buchhand-
lung Walter Kénig, 1991, 1997). For an account of this exhibition
see Joseph Jacobs, “Crashing New York & la John Cage” in Off Lim-
its: Rutgers University and the Avant-Garde, 1957-1963, exh. cat.
(Newark, N.J.: The Newark Museum, 1999), 90-92; see also plates
21 and 25 for color photographs of Brecht works in the exhibition.
Brecht developed a complex view of the relation between objects

and events, viewing all objects as events when considered in light of
subatomic physics and Zen philosophy, a circumstance that merits
further investigation in the evaluation of his work. On Brecht’s
work, in addition to the facsimile notebooks, the best sources are:
Henry Martin, An Introduction to George Brecht's Book of the Tum-
bler on Fire (Milan: Multhipla, 1978); and Brecht's own Water Yam,
boxed sets of his event cards published by Fluxus beginning in 1963.
For the publication history of Water Yam, see Hendricks, Fluxus
Codex (1988), 216-19. While it is not certain when Brecht began to
send his event cards to friends, a notebook entry for 8 August 1959
asks whether “scores [should] be simply published in the newspa-
per, or available on printed cards or sheets of paper, to be sent to
anyone” (Daniels, George Brecht—Notebook /ll, 135).

12. Without installation photographs or a checklist, it is difficult to
verify the number of works in the Sogetsu exhibition. The exhibition
program (pl. 27a) lists ten pieces with unique titles and twenty-eight
works generically titled (in English) An Imaginary Piece, suggesting
that there were thirty-eight works in the exhibition. However,
only twenty-two Japanese text sheets (and perhaps three in facsimi-
le) survive.

13. For the history of Sogetsu Art Center, see Dore Ashton, The Del-
icate Thread: Teshigahara’s Life in Art (Tokyo: Kodansha Internation-
al, 1997), 142-47.

14. For an account of Seth Siegelaub’s exhibitions-as-catalogues,
see Altshuler, The Avant-Garde in Exhibition: New Art in the 20th
Century (New York: Abrams, 1994), 238-43.

15. Ono, “Painting to Be Constructed in Your Head"” in Instruction
Paintings (1995), 5.

16. See, for instance, the multiple versions of Painting in Three Stan-
zas in Global Conceptualism: Points of Origin, 1950s-1980s, exh.
cat. (New York: Queens Museum of Art, 1999), 152-53. Whether
each verbal expression represents a different idea rather than the
development or interpretation of the same idea constitutes another
question.

17. Here | reconstruct the line of reasoning of the last paragraph of
a 1964 conversation among Ono, Tony Cox, and Al Wonderlick,
published as “Yoko Ono: Instruction Painting” in Yoko at Indica, n.p.

18. Ono, conversation with author, 3 November 1999.

19. Ono, “The Word of a Fabricator” (1962, translated by Yoko Ono
1999; Anthology 12).

20. On existence preceding essence see Jean-Paul Sartre, “Existen-
tialism Is a Humanism” (1946) in Existentialism from Dostoevsky to
Sartre, ed. Walter Kaufmann (Cleveland and New York: World Pub-
lishing Company, 1956), 287-311, especially 289-91. Ono's refer-
ence to “the world of stickiness” resonates with Sartre’s phenome-
nological investigation of the concept of visqueux, translated by
Hazel Barnes as “slimy,” but also meaning “sticky” or “gluey”
(Sartre, Being and Nothingness, trans. Hazel E. Barnes [New York:
Philosophical Library, 1956], 604-12).

21. See, for instance, Chrissie lles, “Yoko Ono” in Have You Seen
the Horizon Lately? exh. cat. (1997), 10-14. Much of Ono's press
also has emphasized Japanese cultural connections, associations of-

ten used to promote her work. The press release for her perform-
ances at London’s 1966 Destruction in Art Symposium quotes U.S.
publications calling her “a new Zen type invention” (New York Her-
ald Tribune) and “a fey Zen variant” (Time); and the Sphere Books
press release for the 1971 edition of Grapefruit quotes The Listener
referring to its content as “specimens of Oriental poetry,” and as
“haiku...divested of all its California disguises.”

22. Ono, conversation with author, 3 November 1999.

23. See Sol LeWitt, “Paragraphs on Conceptual Art” (Artforum,
June 1967) and “Sentences on Conceptual Art” (0-9, 1969 and Art-
Language, May 1969), both reprinted in Sol LeWitt, exh. cat. (New
York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1978), 166—-68. The principle is
most clearly seen operating in Lawrence Weiner's oft-repeated view
that his work does not have to be “constructed,” and that the deci-
sion whether or not to do so is that of the “receiver.”

24, Just before the publication of Grapefruit, Naiqua Gallery in
Tokyo presented 3 Old Paintings by Yoko Ono in June 1964 (see
Chronology, 1964, June 7, 14, 21). Ono does not remember actual
paintings or instruction sheets being shown and believes the works
in the exhibition were purely conceptual (e-mail to author, 3 Novem-
ber 1999).

25. Part of the Insound and Instructure program is printed in Grape-
fruit (1970); see also fig. 1.2; Anthology 2, 11.

26. No documentation of the content of the Instructure exhibition
exists, and this description of the display is taken from a conversa-
tion with Al Wunderlich (formerly Wonderlick), 12 October 1999,
which was confirmed by Ono (e-mail to author, 3 November 1999).

27. For a series of reminiscences of Yoko Onao's work in London in
1966-67, see “Is That an Apple? Yoko Ono in London,” Art Month-
ly, no. 212 (December 1997-January 1998): 1-7.

28. The catalogue Yoko at Indica lists eleven paintings and twenty-
five objects, illustrating all of the paintings and sixteen of the ob-
jects. However, it also includes an installation photograph showing a
work that is not listed—Help! Help! for R.B., a piece consisting of
three small canvases (one thick, one thin, and one imaginary)—sug-
gesting that there might have been more works than those men-
tioned or pictured.

29. This piece seems to refer to the Buddhist notion of mental con-
centration understood as a “state of one-pointedness.” For this con-
cept and its connection to artistic creation, see D. T. Suzuki, Zen and
Japanese Culture (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1959), 226.

30. Marcel Duchamp had attended a concert at Ono’s loft in 1961
during which she waited with anticipation, and eventual disappoint-
ment, for him to notice and to step on her Painting to Be Stepped
On (Ono, e-mail to author, 3 November 1999). Ono clearly em-
braced a Duchampian perspective on what constitutes art, remark-
ing in a 1971 interview that “A work is something that has a value
as a work of art to someone” (“Interview with Yoko Ono,” Pacifica
Radio Archive, Program Number BC0339).

31. See Yoko Ono at Lisson, exh. cat. (1967). Blue Room Event at
the Lisson Gallery can be usefully compared to Yves Klein's exhibi-
tion of an empty gallery, Le Vide (The Void), presented at the Galerie
Iris Clert in Paris in April-May 1958. Klein claimed that the white
gallery actually was blue, but for him this blueness was the spiritual
aura otherwise found before his blue monochrome paintings, with
which he had filled the gallery by meditative exercises. Ono, in con-
trast, places the burden on the visitor, not on the artist, to perform
the requisite mental act. For an account of Le Vide see Altshuler, The
Avant-Garde in Exhibition, 192-97.
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Lighting Piece, 1955

instruction/performance

LIGHTING PIECE
Light a match and watch till it goes out.

1955 autumn

The idea of Lighting Piece evolved between 1952 and 1957, while
Ono was living in Scarsdale, New York, with her parents. Her early
musical training in Japan had made her so sensitive to surrounding
sounds that she was often compelled to stay in a dark room with
her ears covered by sanitary pads tied in place with a strip of
gauze. To cope with such isolation, Ono invented a ritual of light-
ing a match and watching it burn, repeating it until she became
calm. Although this action was primarily visual, it also had some-
thing of an auditory effect on her: the sounds in her mind disap-
peared as the flame went out.” This experience made her keenly
aware of the need for what she called the “additional act,” that
was “something more than painting, poetry, and music.”? The
artist recalls having also performed the ritual in front of her sister
during those years.

Later, because of its private nature, Ono performed Lighting Piece
“always as a part of another piece,” or “slipped it in, so to speak.”
For example, a variation is incorporated in the script “AQS, the
opera,” which she first presented as AOS—To David Tudor at her
Carnegie Recital Hall concert in 1961 (see Anthology 6). A version
that reflects her 1955 score is documented from Ono's solo recital
at Sogetsu Art Center in 1962, when she used it as a finale to

A Piano Piece to See the Sky (no. 27).3 Other renditions of the
piece include the film No. 7 (Match), which presented a close-up
view of the artist's hand striking a match and holding it until the
flame burned down and the smoke vanished (no. 42). The high-
speed camera (2,000 frames/second) captured the delicate move-
ment of the flame and smoke, which unfolded in extreme slow
motion when projected at normal speed. In Florence in 1992, the
piece was realized as a projection of three slides, representing
three stages of the burning match, onto church facades along the
Arno River.

For Ono, the match flame symbolized the transience of human
life. As her then husband Anthony Cox mentioned, Ono felt that
watching burning matches made her life longer.# Through the
various manifestations of Lighting Piece, Ono offers audience
members an opportunity to step back and ponder their lives.

MY
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NOTES

I would like to acknowledge the generous cooperation of the artist and her cura-
tor, Jon Hendricks, who was of great assistance in the location of material for my
writing.

1. Accounts of Ono's first conception and performances of the piece are from
Ono, e-mail to author, 13 September 1999 and 6 February 2000.

2. Ono quoted in Jonathan Cott, “Yoko Ono and Her Sixteen-Track Voice” in The
Ballad of John and Yoko (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1982), 116.

3. Fujimatsu Hiroshi mentions Ono lighting a cigarette, out of breath after playing
the piano with her arms in “Kyoko6 no kurokami” (Fictitious black hair), Bjjutsu
techo, no. 206 (July 1962): 83.

4. Anthony Cox, “Instructive Auto-Destruction,” Art and Artists 1, no. 5 (August
1966): 17.

OTHER VERSIONS
For film version, see no. 42

1993 handwritten text
First shown: 1994 Outside the Frame, Cleveland Center for
Contemporary Art. Ink on paper, approx. 9 x 6"

1995 projection
Outdoor projection of three slides in Florence (pls. 67a-b)

1998 projection
Outdoor projection in Naples

PERFORMANCES: 1952-57 privately performed; 1961 (November
24) Works by Yoko Ono, Carnegie Recital Hall (variation); 1962
(May 24) Works of Yoko Ono, Sogetsu Art Center; thereafter
incorporated in different performances

VISUAL DOCUMENTATION: 1962, photo by Yoshioka Yasuhiro

LITERATURE: Linscott, Liverpool Daily Post (3 October 1967);
Cott, The Ballad of John and Yoko (1982), 116; Hendricks,
Fluxus Codex (1988), 420; Haskell and Hanhardt, Arias and
Objects (1991), 8-9, 33; Jenkins, In the Spirit of Fluxus, exh.
cat. (1993), 128; lles, Have You Seen the Horizon Lately?
exh. cat. (1997), 6-9, 119

PLATES 1A-B
LIGHTING PIECE,
1955. SOGETSU ART
CENTER, TOKYO, 1962






2 Instruction Paintings, 1961

13 documented paintings: ink on canvas (with some
variations, as noted); dimensions variable; all lost

13 undocumented oral instructions

3 instruction cards (as noted)

PAINTINGS

Documented in photographs by George Maciunas; The Gilbert
and Lila Silverman Fluxus Collection, Detroit (pls. 2a, 2c—d; figs.
1.8,2.2,6.2-5)

A Plus B Painting, 1961

Painting to Be Stepped On, 1960
instruction card: ink on paper; reads: A WORK TO BE STEPPED ON;
lost

Painting to See in the Dark (Version 1), 1961
canvas: approx. 28 x 44" (71.1 x 111.8 cm)

Painting to See in the Dark (Version 2), 1961
Painting Until It Becomes Marble, 1961

Painting in Three Stanzas, 1961

ink on canvas with live plant: approx. 30 x 42" (76.2 x 106.7 cm)
instruction card: ink on paper, handwritten by Ichiyanagi Toshi;
3% x 10%" (8.9 x 26.7 cm); collection of the artist

Painting to Let the Evening Light Go Through, 1961

Painting for the Wind, 1961
instruction card: ink on paper, handwritten by Ichiyanagi
Toshi; lost

Shadow Painting, 1961
Smoke Painting, 1961

Time Painting, 1961
canvas: approx. 35 x 24" (88.9 x 61 cm)

Waterdrop Painting (Version 1), 1961

Waterdrop Painting (Version 2), 1961

Yoko Ono’s first formal presentation of her Instruction Paintings
was part of the exhibition Paintings and Drawings by Yoko Ono,
mounted in July 1961 at George Maciunas and Almus Salcius's AG
Gallery in New York. (Ono previously had displayed a few of these
works during the concerts that she and La Monte Young had or-
ganized at her Chambers Street loft.) In addition to the thirteen
instruction pieces, documented in a set of installation photographs
taken by Maciunas, the exhibition included calligraphic works
done in sumi ink on paper. Ono’s instruction works also presented
the gallery visitor with abstract imagery, but they differed radically
in the ideas associated with their making. For most of these in-
struction pieces the artist specified particular directions whereby
the work was to be completed, often inviting the viewer to partici-
pate in the act of creation. In defining the work by a set of instruc-
tions, Ono implicitly asserted the primacy of ideas over particular
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physical realizations and presented the concept of the piece as a
verbal score generating the work as embodied performance.

Germinal at the time of the AG Gallery exhibition, this Concep-
tualist point of view would be made explicit when most of these
works, with the addition of about twenty others, were exhibited
solely as written instructions in 1962 at Sogetsu Art Center in
Tokyo (no. 3). With the apparent exception of three pieces, for
which written instructions were exhibited alongside the works, it
is not known whether Ono wrote texts for these paintings prior to
the exhibition, where instructions were explained orally by the
artist and the gallerist to exhibition visitors. The single surviving
text of the three shown in the Maciunas photographs of the exhi-
bition (Painting in Three Stanzas) suggests that the artist did not
yet conceive of the works in terms of instructions that could be
followed by another person to create the piece, a step that would
be taken by the time of the Sogetsu exhibition. When she pub-
lished Grapefruitin 1964, Yoko Ono included in the “Painting”
section texts for all but two of the instruction works that had ap-
peared in the AG Gallery exhibition.

BA

NOTES

Where possible, measurements of canvases are given based on Maciunas's
documentary photographs.

OTHER VERSIONS

For score and book versions, see nos. 3, 4. Individual paintings,
such as Painting to Be Stepped On and Painting to Let the Evening
Light Go Through, have separate histories of realization in various
materials. Concept of Painting in Three Stanzas is in the collection
of Bergen Kunstmuseum

EXHIBITIONS: 1961 Paintings and Drawings by Yoko Ono, AG
Gallery; 1993 Family Album, Stiftung Starke (re-creation with
stretched canvases); hereafter frequently re-created and exhibited

VISUAL DOCUMENTATION: 1961, photos by George Maciunas,
pub. Hendricks, Paintings and Drawings by Yoko Ono (1993) and
Ono, Instruction Paintings (1995)

LITERATURE: Swenson, Art News (September 1961); Haskell and
Hanhardt, Arias and Objects (1991), 6-7, 14-16, 24-25;
Hendricks, Paintings and Drawings by Yoko Ono (1993); Ono,
Instruction Paintings (1995); Altshuler, Do It, exh. cat. (1997),
23-25; lles, Have You Seen the Horizon Lately? exh. cat. (1997),
62, 64, 83, 128-31; Tomii, Global Conceptualism, exh. cat.
(1999), 18-19
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PLATE 2C

PAINTING FOR THE
WIND, 1961 (CANVAS
VERSION)




PLATE 2D

A PLUS B PAINTING,
1961 (CANVAS VERSION)
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3 Instructions for Paintings, 1962

22 works; additional works lost

ink on paper, handwritten in Japanese by Ichiyanagi Toshi
approx. 10 x 15" (25.4 x 38.1 cm) each

Collection of Gilbert and Lila Silverman, Detroit

In conjunction with her performance on May 24, 1962, at Sogetsu
Art Center in Tokyo (no. 27), Yoko Ono exhibited the series of
Instructions for Paintings on the lobby walls of Sogetsu Kaikan
Hall. In order to avoid the emotionality of her own handwriting
the artist asked composer Ichiyanagi Toshi, to whom she was mar-
ried at the time, to write the texts in Japanese in his more con-
trolled hand. Ono had written these texts in English, translated
them herself into Japanese, and then had her Japanese texts
copied by Ichiyanagi.

This exhibition marks Yoko Ono's move to a fully Conceptualist
orientation, advancing beyond her display of works created with
the help of instructions at AG Gallery in New York in July 1961
(no. 2). By eliminating the object in favor of a text presenting
directions for generating that object, the idea of the work assumed
primary importance and the viewer became a potential participant
in the process of creation. Juxtaposed with the artist's performance
inside the hall, the lobby exhibition of Instructions for Paintings
located the viewer as potentially in the same position as the artist
on stage—following a score to create an avant-garde work of art.

The exhibition program lists ten pieces with specific titles, and
twenty-eight works generically titled in English An Imaginary Piece
(pl. 27a). It therefore appears that the exhibition included thirty-
eight works. However, all but twenty-two instruction sheets have
been lost.

In addition to foregrounding the notion of art as idea, the exhibi-
tion represents the further removal of her artwork from a reliance
on Ono’s hand. She had taken the first step by involving viewers in
the creation of her work at AG Gallery in 1961; having the instruc-
tions written out for public presentation by Ichiyanagi moved the
process to another stage. At the time of the Sdgetsu event Ono
also had photostats of the instruction sheets made for possible
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magazine publication, thirty-six of which survive. Some of these
were positive images and some were negatives (yet another trans-
formation of the originals) and she came to see these photostats
as further distancing the work from her personal touch. The final
move in this direction took place with the 1964 publication of her
instruction works in Grapefruit (no. 4). Grapefruit (1964) itself
contains a reference to this conceptual trajectory:

PAINTING TO EXIST ONLY WHEN IT'S
COPIED OR PHOTOGRAPHED

Let people copy or photograph your
paintings.
Destroy the originals.

1964 spring
BA

EXHIBITIONS: 1962 Works of Yoko Ono, Sogetsu Art Center; 1993
Glimpse, Cranbrook Academy; 1994 Japanese Art After 1945,
Yokohama Museum of Art/Guggenheim Museum SoHo; 1997
Have You Seen the Horizon Lately? MOMA, Oxford; 1999 Global
Art—Rheinland 2000, Museum Ludwig

LITERATURE: Hendricks, Instructions for Paintings by Yoko Ono
(1993); Munroe, Japanese Art After 1945 (1994), 218; Ono,
Instruction Paintings (1995); Tomii, Global Conceptualism, exh.
cat. (1999), 18-19; Global Art—Rheinland 2000, exh. cat. (1999),
316
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PLATE 3A PAINTING IN THREE STANZAS
PAINTING IN THREE

STANZAS, 1962 (SCORE

VERSION)

Let a vine grow.
Water every day.

The first stanza—till the vine spreads.
The second stanza—till the vine withers.
The third stanza—till the wall vanishes.

1961 summer

—From Grapefruit (1964)
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PLATE 3B
SMOKE

PAINTING,

1962 (SCORE VERSION)
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SMOKE PAINTING

Light canvas or any finished painting
with a cigarette at any time for any
length of time.

See the smoke movement.

The painting ends when the whole

canvas or painting is gone.

1961 summer

—From Grapefruit (1964)
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PLATE 3¢ PAINTING TO BE CONSTRUCTED IN YOUR HEAD

PAINTING TO BE
CONSTRUCTED IN
YOUR HEAD, 1962
(SCORE VERSION)

Go on transforming a square canvas
in your head until it becomes a
circle. Pick out any shape in the
process and pin up or place on the
canvas an object, a smell, a sound,
or a colour that came to your mind
in association with the shape.

1962 spring
Sogetsu

—From Grapefruit (1964)



4 Grapefruit, 1964

EDITIONS

1964

edition of 500

published by Wunternaum Press, Tokyo
5% x5%x1%" (14x 14 x 3.8 cm)

1970 hardback

published by Simon and Schuster, New York
with introduction by John Lennon
S5hx5%x 1" (14x14x2.5cm)

1970 hardback

published by Owen, London

with introduction by John Lennon
5% x5%x%" (14x 13.5x 1.9 cm)

1971 paperback

published by Simon and Schuster, Touchstone Paperback,
New York

with introduction by John Lennon

5%x5%x %" (13.3x13.3x2.2cm)

1971 paperback

Sphere Books, London

with introduction by John Lennon
5% % 5Yax 34" (13.3x 13.3x 1.9¢cm)

Also various editions in translation

A compendium of Yoko Ono's instruction works, Grapefruit is one
of the seminal works of Conceptual Art. Ono published 500 copies
of Grapefruit in Japan under her own imprint, Wunternaum Press
of Tokyo and Bellport, Long Island. Associating her work with free-
dom, and with the United States, she printed July 4, 1964, as the
date of publication (fig. 6.6).

Ono has stated that she chose the title because she liked grape-
fruit as a child and—believing this fruit to be a hybrid of an orange
and a lemon—that it reflected her sense of herself as “a spiritual
hybrid.”" The book’s title thus points toward the hybridization of
Japanese and Western cultural sources in her instruction works,
which unite the reductive forms of Zen-related aesthetics with the
Conceptualist score developed by the circle of John Cage. But the
notion of hybridization also has a psychological dimension, allud-
ing to Ono’s profound sense of never being at home in either
Japan or the United States.

According to Ono, she was prompted by husband Anthony Cox

to assemble and publish her instruction works while they were
living in Tokyo in 1963.2 Interestingly, at the same time, George
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Maciunas was planning to publish the collected works of a num-
ber of artists, including Ono. Although Maciunas’s letters to Ono
about this project seem not to have reached her in Japan, he
eventually contacted her in Tokyo and she sent him some scores to
publish in his Fluxus newspaper, which in February 1964 included
a prepublication advertisement for Grapefruit.

The first edition of Grapefruit presents more than 150 of Ono's in-
struction works, each dated by year and season, and organized

‘into five sections: Music, Painting, Event, Poetry, and Object.

Virtually all works in the book are in English; for about one-third
of these pieces, Japanese translations appear somewhere in the
volume.# In general, the Japanese translations are literal, although
there are cases in which the English versions contain more explicit
directions or more detail, Ono apparently feeling comfortable
leaving things less clearly specified in Japanese.> Before the five
sections of works there is a dedication to various figures to whom
pieces were explicitly or imaginatively dedicated—including John
Cage, La Monte Young, Nam June Paik, Peggy Guggenheim,
George Maciunas, and Isamu Noguchi—followed by documenta-
tion relating to Ono’s Japanese exhibitions and performances.

The second edition of Grapefruit appeared in 1970 under very
different circumstances, no longer a self-published artist’s book but
a mainstream publication from Simon and Schuster. The reason
for the interest of a commercial publisher in a volume of avant-
garde instruction works was Ono’s marriage to John Lennon, and
the book appeared with an introduction and drawings by the
pop star. (It literally is an introduction, reading, “Hi! My name is
John Lennon. I'd like you to meet Yoko Ono.”) Not surprisingly,
there are no Japanese texts, but about eighty more pieces are
presented than in the first edition, and there are two more sec-
tions of works, Film and Dance. The book ends with a selection
of Ono's writings—including her important 1966 essay “To the
Wesleyan People” (Anthology 14)—followed by letters from Ono
to art dealers Ivan Karp (Anthology 13), Nicholas Longsdail, and
Richard Bellamy.

The 1971 edition of Grapefruit, published in London by Sphere
Books, presents the same works as the 1970 Simon and Schuster
edition but has a striking new cover showing a bare female waist-
to-thigh from the rear inserted into a giant grapefruit—an allusion
to Ono's notorious film No. 4, generally referred to as “Bottoms”
(no. 43). In 1971 a paperback edition was published by Simon and
Schuster's Touchstone imprint, adding more than thirty works to
existing sections plus a new nine-piece Architecture section.

BA



PLATE 4

GRAPEFRUIT, 1964. COLLEC-
TION OF C. V. STARR LIBRARY,
JAPAN SOCIETY, NEW YORK

NOTES

1. Ono, e-mail to author, 8 November 1999. The symbolic importance of this
fruit to Ono is also seen in the title of her first major performance piece, Of a
Grapefruit in the World of Park (1961; Anthology 5).

2. Ono, e-mail to author, 8 and 22 November, 1999.

3. Other artists whose collected works Maciunas sought to publish included
George Brecht, Daniel Spoerri, Allan Kaprow, Dick Higgins, and La Monte Young.
For Maciunas’s solicitation of artists, and announcements of his planned publica-
tion and distribution of Grapefruit, see "Fluxus News Leter [sic] No. 5 January 1,
1963" in Hendricks, Fluxus etc./Addenda I (1983), 155 and Hendricks, Fluxus
Codex, 418-19. | thank Jon Hendricks and Yoko Ono for discussion of Maciunas
and his connection to the early history of Grapefruit.

4. One work that is published only in Japanese is Line Piece Il (Dedicated to La
Monte Young) which reads: “Draw a line with your body./Continue drawing until
your body vanishes” (translation Midori Yoshimoto).

5. For example, the end of the English text for Smoke Painting specifies that the
painting is done when it has been completely burned up, whereas this statement
is missing from the Japanese version. Similarly, the English text, but not the
Japanese text, of Clock Piece, which directs the setting of all the clocks in a town
to an irrational temporal system, at the end specifies that any system is accept-
able except one in which the clocks are set to the correct time.

LITERATURE: DeMotte, Villager (18 March 1965); Sunday Times (8
February 1970); Evening Standard (18 February 1970); Sondheim,
Fusion (20 February 1970); Jersey Journal (27 April 1970); Harvey,
Edmonton Journal (29 May 1970); Foyle, Daily Mail (3 June 1970);
Linscott, Liverpool Daily Post (10 June 1970); Cook, Daily Mail (18
June 1970); Record Mirror (27 June 1970); Daily Express (30 June
1970); Kaul, Des Moines Register (6 July 1970); Lyons, New York
Post (9 July 1970); Barber, Evening Post (22 July 1970); See, Miami
News (10 August 1970); Ireland, Nichi Bei Times (16 August 1970);
Evening Standard (21 June 1971); Sunday Express (1 July 1971);
Daily Mirror (3 July 1971); Mail (10 July 1971); Hanauer, Detroit
Free Press (11 July 1971); Ezard, Guardian (16 July 1971); Times
(20 July 1971); Financial Times (20 July 1971); Faulconbridge,
Liverpool Echo (27 July 1971); Mandelkau and Bloom, International
Times (12-26 August 1971); Drexler, Village Voice (7 October
1971); limura, Yoko Ono (1985), 61-94, 100, 117, 121; Taylor,
New York Times (5 February 1989); Stiles, In the Spirit of Fluxus,
exh. cat. (1993), 79
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5 Blue Room Event, 1966

installation with handwritten texts
dimensions variable

This room is bright blue.

This room glows in the dark while we are asleep.

This room slowly evaporates every day.

This room moves at the same speed as the clouds.

Find other rooms which exist in this space.

This room gets as wide as an ocean at the other end.
This room gets very narrow like a point at the other end.
This window is 2000 ft. long.

This window is 2000 ft. wide.

Many rooms, many dreams, many countries in the same space...
This line is a part of a very large circle.

This is the ceiling.

This is the floor.

Stay until the room is blue.

This is not here.

—Instructions for Blue Room Event, 1966

Blue Room Event grew out of Disappearing Piece, first performed
in 1966 at Ono's West 100th Street apartment in New York.'

After painting the whole room white, Ono placed a “disappearing
machine”—a still in the form of an elaborate contraption with
glass pipes, created in collaboration with George Maciunas—in

its center. As the water in the machine evaporated, the room was
to conceptually turn upside down. Just before the audience came,
Ono attached several statements to various surfaces. These in-
cluded “This is the floor” on the ceiling; “This is the ceiling” on
the floor; and “This window is 2000 ft. wide" on the windowsill.2

The idea of using words to subvert one’s ordinary perception of

a space became the core of Blue Room Event. The event adapted
itself to the various architectural settings in which it was shown.
The Lisson Gallery version in 1967, installed in a windowless back
room like an alcove, consisted of the single text, “Stay until

the room is blue.” In Half-A-Room, installed in Lisson’s front room,
Ono placed several texts including “This window is 2000 ft.
wide."”? Although Blue Room Event sometimes incorporated ob-
jects with texts, such as Ceiling Painting (no. 7), these objects soon
became independent pieces.? Returning to the economy of the
Lisson Gallery version, recent installations of Blue Room Event
concentrate on the texts alone, which are often written directly
on the walls, floor, and ceiling of the gallery space.

Statements such as “This room gets as wide as an ocean at the
other end"” are at once humorous and wondrously childlike, and
aphoristic as Zen koans. By contradicting almost everything the
audience sees, Blue Room Event attempts to expand the viewer'’s
limited perceptions through imagination. Like many other Ono

PLATES 5A-D
INSTRUCTIONS FOR
BLUE ROOM EVENT,
1966. AS EXECUTED AT
MUSEUM OF MODERN
ART, OXFORD, 1997
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works, Blue Room Event must be completed in the viewer's mind:
in one's imagination, a white room can turn into a blue room as
the title of this piece suggests.

MY

NOTES

Instructions and objects used in Blue Room Event varied from realization to real-
ization. In 1990, Ono codified this set of instructions (p. 84), which has since been
used in her exhibitions.

1. The score of Disappearing Piece reads: “Boil water. Watch until it evaporates.”
See "Yoko Ono & Dance Co." in 3 newspaper eVenTs for the pRicE of $1 (VTRE),
or Fluxus Newspaper No. 7 (February 1966).

2. Accounts of the early phase of Blue Room Event are from Ono, e-mail to
author, 13 September 1999 and 5 February 2000.

3. lbid

4. Ceiling Painting was included in Blue Room Event shown at Ono's apartment
on Second Avenue in New York. In her exhibition at Indica Gallery in November
1966, it became a separate piece with a newly added ladder. See [Ono), Yoko at
Indica, exh. cat. (1966), [P5].

OTHER VERSIONS
All realizations before 1990 (noted in Exhibitions below)
considered different versions

1971 rubber stamp texts
4 from a set of 13 stamps with text by Ono and Lennon, produced
by George Maciunas in conjunction with This Is Not Here

1990 framed texts
First shown: 1990 Insound/Instructure, Henie Onstad Arts Centre.
A set of postcards with texts also produced

1996 framed Japanese texts

First shown: 1996 The Blue Room Event, Gallery 360°. 15 texts
plus the work title, rendered in Japanese. A set of postcards with
texts also produced

EXHIBITIONS: 1966 (early January) Ono’s apartment at 1 West
100th Street, New York; 1966 (sometime in April-August) Ono’s
apartment at 99 Second Avenue, New York; 1967 Yoko Ono at
Lisson, Lisson Gallery; 1970 Fluxfest Presentation of John Lennon
& Yoko Ono +, New York; 1971 This Is Not Here, Everson Museum
(with additional texts by John Lennon and George Brecht); 1990
Insound/Instructure, Henie Onstad Arts Centre (framed texts);
hereafter frequently exhibited, either handwritten on the wall or
as framed texts

LITERATURE: Concannon, Fly, exh. cat. (1996), 15-16
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6 Water Event, 1971

instruction and installation of water containers and concepts

Like “sky,” water is a frequently occurring motif in Ono's oeuvre.
In early Instruction Paintings such as Waterdrop Painting (1961)
and Water Piece (Painting to Be Watered) (1962/1966; no. 11),
water was used to make a hole in a stone or to wet objects. By
1967, Ono's water symbolism was developed and expressed in
her text “Water Talk”:

you are water

I'm water

we're all water in different containers
that's why it's so easy to meet
someday we'll evaporate together

but even after the water’s gone
we'll probably point out to the containers
and say, “that’s me there, that one.”

we're container minders’

The idea of water offers many layers of meaning and metaphor.
Water is the greatest constituent of the human body. Buddhist
philosophy compares human life to water and the human body to
a container. Furthermore, in her 1972 song “We're All Water,"
Ono used water to address egalitarianism: “There may be not
much difference between you and me.”? When Ono invited
friends and artists to participate in Water Event at the Everson
Museum in 1971, her intention was to create collaborative works
and unite with others through the medium of water.?

The work turned out to be a massive undertaking, with approxi-
mately 120 participants, ranging from artists and musicians to
celebrities, art critics, and the artist’s personal staff. Contributers
included: David Bourdon, George Brecht, John Cage, Dick Cavett,
Ornette Coleman, Joseph Cornell, Robert Filiou, David Frost,
Richard Hamilton, Geoffrey Hendricks, Allan Kaprow, Per Kirkeby,

88 SCORES AND INSTRUCTIONS

Alison Knowles, Timothy Leary, Gordon Matta-Clark, Jonas
Mekas, Nam June Paik, Sara Seagull, Shigeko Kubota, Michael
Snow, Takahiko limura, and Andy Warhol. While participants pro-
vided containers such as a milk bottle (George Harrison, fig. 6.8),
a salt carton (Jon Hendricks; fig. 6.8), and a Volkswagen (Robert
Watts; fig. 6.9), Ono provided the content: “conceptual water.”4
Like the old Japanese proverb, “Water conforms to its container,”
Ono's concept accommodated itself to the containers prepared
by others.®

MY

NOTES
1. Ono, “Water Talk” (1967; Anthology 27).

2. Included in the LP album by John & Yoko/Plastic Ono Band with Elephant’s
Memory, Some Time in New York City (1972).

3. Ono quoted in Takahiko limura, “Ono Yoko: Kachi o tenkan shi, kisei gainen
kara no dakkyaku o/An Interview with Yoko Ono by Takahiko limura” (Let's
change values and flee from stereotypical concepts), Bijutsu techd, no. 350
(January 1972): 206-7.

4. |bid., 207,
5. Ibid., 206.

OTHER VERSIONS

1998, Belfast

For Have You Seen the Horizon Lately? Participants: Donald
Baechler, George Condo, John Lathan, Carlos Leppi, Nam June
Paik, Cornelia Parker, Kenny Sharf, Lawrence Weiner. Instruction
reads: Imagine an empty bowl./Leave it in your room/to be filled
with love./Leave many empty bowls/around the house.

VISUAL DOCUMENTATION: 1971, photos of objects by lain
Macmillan

LITERATURE: lles, Have You Seen the Horizon Lately? exh. cat.
(1997), 44-51, 138

FIGURE 6.8 (LEFT)

SALT CARTON AND MILK
BOTTLE FROM WATER
EVENT, 1971

FIGURE 6.9 (RIGHT)
VW FROM WATER
EVENT, 1971



PLATE 6
INVITATION / INSTRUCTION
FOR WATER EVENT, 1971

YOKO ONO WITH JOHN LENNON AS
GUEST ARTIST WILL HAVE A SHOW
TITLED THIS IS NOT HERETO
COMMENCE AT EVERSON MUSEUM,
SYRACUSE, NEW YORK ON OCT.9'T

YOKO ONO WISHES TO INVITE YOU
TO PARTICIPATE IN A WATER EVENT
(ONE OF THEEVENTS TAKING PLACE
IN THE SHOW) BY REQUESTING YOU
TO PRODUCE WITH HER A WATER
SCULPTURE,BY SUBMITTING A WATER
CONTAINER OR IDEA OF ONE WHICH

WOULD FORM HALF OF THESCULPTURE.

YOKO WILL SUPPLY THE OTHER HALF
— WATER.THE SCULPTURE WILL BE
CREDITED AS WATER SCULPTUREBY
YOKO ONO AND YOURSELF.

THE SCULPTURE WILL BE DISPLAYED
LASTING THE DURATION OF THE SHOW
PLEASE REPLY BEFORE SEPT.20'71 TO:
YOKO ONO/APPLE, 1700 BROADWAY
NEWYORK,N.Y.10019TEL(212)5825533
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Somewhere for the Dust to Cling:
Yoko Ono’s Paintings and Early Objects

JOAN ROTHFUSS

During the early years of her career, the making of
objects was not Yoko Ono's main preoccupation. In
fact, her practice—like that of a handful of other
artists of her moment—might even be character-
ized as an effort to reshape the artistic product into
something more akin to a process, a performance, or
an idea. Her alliance with the Cagean avant-garde and
her role in shaping the international, multidisciplinary
confederation known as Fluxus were consonant with
her interest in such intangibles as temporality, dura-
tion, sound, illusion, silence, and idea. Until 1960,
most of her creative energy was devoted to work in
music and poetry rather than to the making of static
objects. In fact, for most of her career Ono has not
even had a conventional studio; and by her own ac-
count, she was much more comfortable during
these early years working with ideas than objects."

Ono nonetheless undeniably engaged in the pro-
duction of things in the 1960s. One might wonder
what purpose they served in a practice that was es-
sentially conceptual and, as the decade progressed,
increasingly performative. The question gets to the
heart of what is most radical about Ono's work in all
media: it pushes, gently but insistently, for realign-
ment—of expectations, perception, position, ac-
tion. It asks us to imagine that a poem could be a

FIGURE 7.1

ONO IN HALF-A-ROOM,
LISSON GALLERY,
LONDON, 1967

dance, that the sky could be locked (and then un-
locked), that a painting could be a party or a hand-
shake. It asks us to reorient ourselves physically and
mentally in the hope that small-scale change, on an
individual basis, might have a ripple effect and bring
about dramatic change in the world at large.

Ono’s objects of the 1960s advanced her agenda for
change with their extraordinary ability to float from
one arena to another without settling in any of them.
Often they have a close relationship to her haiku-
like texts. Some were used during her performances,
and others were created while she performed; still
others were meant to be completed in the course of
someone else’s activity. Some are unique, others have
been made and remade in different materials, for-
mats, and contexts, and many have had elements
replaced or restored over the years. Occasionally
they had to be destroyed in order to be complete.
And while Ono certainly claims her objects as her
own works, she rarely constructs them herself.

Under delicate pressure from these drifting objects,
the once-stable triangle of artist, performer, and
audience collapses. Artistic disciplines merge and
then divide, reshaped; concept and realization are
conflated; even the physical boundary between the
actual and the imagined is tested. Ono’s attitude to-
ward this state of oscillation is illuminated in her 1966

essay “To the Wesleyan People” by her inclusion of
an exchange between two Zen monks:

The body is the Bodhi Tree
The mind is like a bright mirror standing
Take care to wipe it all the time
And allow no dust to cling.
—Shen-hsiu

There never was a Bodhi Tree

Nor bright mirror standing

Fundamentally, not one thing exists

So where is the dust to cling?
—Hui-neng?

In a sense, Ono's object-making practice is based on
this tension between matter and spirit. The things
she makes are physically independent entities, but
meaningless without some kind of concurrent men-
tal or physical activity. Depending on the object in
question, the balance between the two shifts, mak-
ing it difficult to decide when the object is primarily
an independent object and when it is the byproduct
of a performance, for instance, or the demonstra-
tion of an idea.
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That, of course, is her point; but for the purposes of
this essay, her “objects” will be defined as works
with material presence that cannot be understood
completely as something else (documentation, text,
or film, for example). In our commodity-based cul-
ture, objects are more understandable when they can
be possessed intact; perhaps for this reason it is eas-
ier to find a rhythm for Ono's object-making if one
understands it as tied to her exhibitions, commis-
sions, and private gift-giving. The things she made for
these purposes were intended to circulate on their
own, so she made them physically robust—in mo-
tion, but nevertheless places where the dust can cling.

WHEN IS A PAINTING NOT A PAINTING?:
NEW YORK AND TOKYO, 1960-1962

Ono first approached object-making via the well-
traveled road of painting, a medium that was un-
dergoing extensive international reevaluation in the
years after World War Il. Since she came to painting
as a poet, performer, and composer who had exper-
imented with combining these disciplines, it was
quite natural (if precocious) that her earliest paint-
ings should be less objects than text-based perfor-
mative ideas that depended upon an active viewer.
Her first such work was conceived in New York be-
tween 1958 and 1961. Remarkably, it was essentially
a request: participants would be asked to cut a paint-
ing into four parts and place each part in a corner
of a room. Viewing the entire work would require
physical and mental effort, and the goal was to con-
ceptually mend the painting’s severed parts.>

Many more concepts for such “performed paint-
ings” (later called Instruction Paintings) were writ-
ten between 1960 and 1962. Several of them were
realized for the first time by Ono herself, probably in
late 1960 or early 1961, on a large piece of canvas
hung in her loft (fig. 7.2).# Some seem to have been
created privately and others for the audiences at the
so-called Chambers Street loft events. One audience
member recalled Ono’s performance of Kitchen
Piece, which directed the painter to throw all of his
or her leftover food onto the canvas, and Smoke
Painting, in which the canvas was burned so the
smoke might be observed:

Yoko ran to the refrigerator, took out some eggs,
ran to a wall covered with a huge piece of white
paper [sic], and hurled the eggs onto the paper.
Then she ran back and got some jello which she
also threw at the wall. Then she splattered some
sumi-ink on the paper and used her hands as
paint brushes. When the painting was completed,
she took a match and set fire to the paper.®

The energy, even violence, with which this work

was created—as well as its public, performative di-
mension—Ilinks Kitchen Piece to Jackson Pollock’s

Q4

FIGURE 7.2

ONO AT CHAMBERS
STREET LOFT, NEW YORK,
CA. 1960

action paintings as well as the frenzied activities of
Gutai artists Shimamoto Sh6zo, Shiraga Kazuo, and
Murakami Saburd, whose tools included paint-filled
bottles and cannons as well as their feet and entire
bodies.® However, these artists employed their revo-
lutionary means toward the achievement of a con-
ventional end: a static painting meant to hang on a
wall. In contrast, Ono’s use of the Kitchen Piece can-
vas for the destructive Smoke Painting placed her in
the forefront of a younger generation of artists who,
having grown impatient with the rigidity of paint-
ing's body, worked to assist its passage into what
Allan Kaprow described in 1958 as “the space and
objects of our everyday life.””

Ono recalls that she was very excited about her first
gallery exhibition of Instruction Paintings (no. 2, figs.
6.2-5).8 It opened in July 1961 at AG Gallery in New
York, an adventurous but unprofitable enterprise
operated by future Fluxus organizer George Maciu-
nas and his friend Almus Salcius. The exhibition was
a quiet presentation of modestly scaled objects: cal-
ligraphic works on paper and a group of variously
shaped canvas fragments lyrically stained with sumi
ink and dripped wax.? The latter’s lush surfaces
linked them to avant-garde painting styles of the

day, including Abstract Expressionism, Color Field
painting, and even Jasper Johns's work in encaustic.
However, Ono’s concept for their consumption
marked them as something quite different.

First, the finished objects were the material traces of
the artist's performances, which had themselves be-
gun simply as concepts and were later published as
textual scores. This hybrid activity was in itself a
break from both the object-based practice of Pol-
lock and Gutai and the performance-based practice
of John Cage and the nascent Fluxus group. But
Ono’s further innovation was to present the paint-
ings not as static objects but as ongoing temporal
events. Shadow Painting, for example, “came to
life” when a shadow was cast on it, which might or
might not happen, depending on luck or the view-
er's patience or both. Painting to Be Stepped On, an
irreqularly shaped scrap of canvas placed on the
gallery floor, was created by the accrual of foot-
prints (fig. 6.4); and Painting Until It Becomes Mar-
ble, through the action of visitors instructed to paint
over their favorite parts with black ink.

Second, in a rather extraordinary move, Ono high-
lighted what she called the “Event bent” of these



paintings by continuing to perform with them dur-
ing the exhibition itself. One-on-one, she explained
the genesis of each work to gallery visitors (Maciu-
nas filled in for her when she was not present). The
intent was not to provide interpretive closure but to
make clear that anyone could make these paintings
by following the artist’s texts. Individual interpreta-
tion was encouraged, and Ono recalls that she en-
joyed the subtle changes that took place when mes-
sages were passed on “by word of mouth.”'0 This
method made each painting less an object than an
event; Ono’s instructions were simply “something
that starts it moving” and it was assumed that this
movement would lead away from the artist.!!

In this first exhibition, then, Ono’s paintings were
meant to be seen as demonstrations or ongoing
events, each representing only one of the many
possible realizations of a related text and by no
means privileging the artist's own interpretation. In
her second solo exhibition, which occurred in May
1962 at Tokyo's Sogetsu Art Center, Ono exhibited
only the texts (later known as Instructions for Paint-
ings), meticulously copied out to ensure that they
were not mistaken for a decorative or calligraphic
display (no. 3). She remembers feeling that this was
an exciting breakthrough that “pushed visual art to
its optimum conceptualism.”'? In fact, it was a re-
markable accomplishment: she had removed the
physical body of the painting entirely, and then pro-
posed that it be re-formed (or not), through lan-
guage alone, as a kind of meditation aid toward the
creation (or not) of an object. She insisted on calling
the works paintings, perhaps to emphasize this
gaping physical absence. “I like the old word paint-
ing because it immediately connects with ‘wall
painting’ painting, and it is nice and funny.”'3 This
charming statement does not do justice to the pro-
foundly innovative nature of this work, which man-
aged to anticipate many of the developments of
Conceptualism that occurred later in the decade.

THE INTENSITY OF A WINK: LONDON,
1966-1967

Although she went back to the production of ob-
jects after her Sogetsu exhibition, Ono did not show
a large group of them again until 1966. Instead, she
focused her energies elsewhere, and some of her
most important works in other media were realized
during this time—the performances Cut Piece and
Bag Piece, the infamous buttocks film No. 4 (Bot-
toms), and the first edition of her book Grapefruit
(nos. 30, 31, 43, 4).* Some objects were developed
in conjunction with these other activities: Eye Bag,
for example, was based on the cloth sack used in
Bag Piece; Self Portrait (1965), a mirror in an enve-
lope, was a contribution to Maciunas’s anthological
publication Fluxus 1 (fig. 7.3); and Eternal Time,
commissioned for a patron’s birthday, was placed
on stage during Ono’'s 1965 concert at Carnegie

Hall (no. 13)." Others were listed in her whimsical
Ono’s Sales List (1965), a compilation of actual and
projected works in several media, including “Under-
wear” (no. 37).

Ono moved to London in September of 1966. That
November she brought a number of objects togeth-
er for a solo exhibition at the avant-garde Indica
Gallery. A stunning installation of mostly white and
transparent objects, the Indica show was in many
ways her most cohesive of the decade, both visually
and conceptually. It primarily consisted of newly re-
alized works (a mix of Instruction Paintings and ob-
jects, all made for the occasion) that looked strik-
ingly different from those she had shown in 1961.
The paintings were no longer suggestively stained,
torn, burned, and saturated with the artist's touch,
as they had been at AG Gallery. Instead, the new
work was cool and nonemotive—empty white sur-
faces whose size and relationship to the wall
marked them unmistakably as paintings. Or, more
properly, paintings-to-be, since all the works at Indi-
ca were listed as “unfinished.” Ono exhibited only
the supplies necessary for (physical or conceptual)
completion: Painting to Hammer a Nail, for exam-
ple, consisted of a white wood panel, a hammer,
and a jar of nails (no. 9); Add Color Painting, a
wood panel, brushes, and paints. Blank, white, and

FIGURE 7.3

SELF PORTRAIT, 1965
TWO VERSIONS: TOP,
INCLUDED IN FLUXUS 1;
BOTTOM, DISTRIBUTED
BY ONO AND FLUXUS

waiting, these paintings were an open invitation
rather than a finished thought.

An important structural shift had taken place in
Ono's thinking about her objects: participation was
now clearly emphasized over demonstration. The
new works were "“do-it-yourself kits” whose in-
struction and realization were distinct and separate
functions. The artist’s role was to provide the in-
struction and materials; “others” made the work a
reality.'® Direction was given in a variety of ways:
verbally by the artist; implicitly through the title or
materials furnished with the work (as in Painting to
Hammer a Nail); or through a small caption on the
object itself (the Plexiglas cube Cleaning Piece for
A.P was inscribed CLEAN IT). This left a great deal
more of the work up to chance, and in at least one
case—Wrapping Piece for London—viewers took
the piece in an entirely different direction from that
which Ono had intended (no. 19).

The notion that the object was unfinished and did
not achieve full reality until it was completed by the
viewer had been introduced at the AG Gallery
show, but at Indica is an aspect of Ono's fully
fleshed-out concept of “instructure.” This conflation
of the words “instruction” and “structure” indicates
“something just about to emerge—not quite struc-
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tured—never quite structured—like an unfinished
church with a sky ceiling.”"” The image of a church
with an ever-changing (and nonfunctional) “ceiling
painting” is enlightening, as it suggests the continual
oscillation of Ono’s objects between the manmade
and the natural, the tangible and the imaginary, the
sublime and the absurd. As an exemplar, consider
Painting to Let the Evening Light Go Through: it was
realized at Indica as a clear Plexiglas panel with the
work’s title engraved across its lower edge (no. 8).
Installed in front of a window, it was a redundancy
that revealed everything and nothing. Ono has de-
scribed it as “almost jarring in its senselessness, and
therefore mysterious.” '8

Transparency is associated with both linguistic and
physical disclosure, and it was an important theme
for Ono's work at this time. For the Indica show, she
consciously used clear materials such as glass, Plexi-
glas, and even daylight to indicate the conceptual
nature of the works and the relationship between
the hidden and the revealed. One work, Parts of
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Light House, was a mound of Plexiglas prisms to
form a house constructed of light, “which exists in
accordance with the changes of the day.”'® For the
most part, those objects that were not transparent
were painted opaque white, a noncolor that is at
once concealing and neutral.?® These white objects
were mostly mute, with the notable exception of
Ceiling Painting, which bore a message from the
artist: a minuscule rendering of the word YES, legi-
ble only if the viewer climbed a stepladder (fig. 7.4;
no. 7). An answer without a question—cryptic, to
be sure, and reminiscent of those stories in which a
man climbs @ mountain to ask a monk the meaning
of life, but for all his arduous effort receives an inde-
cipherable reply. In this context, the artist's memo-
randum might be read as an affirmation of the val-
ue of art—both its creation and consumption.

Ono received significant attention in the press for
her show at Indica, and less than a year later she
had her next solo exhibition at London’'s more es-
tablished Lisson Gallery. The show was a mixture of

FIGURE 7.4

ONO LOOKING AT
CEILING PAINTING
(YES PAINTING), INDICA
GALLERY, LONDON, 1966

installations and objects that, according to the cata-
logue, included only one Instruction Painting (a
glass-and-steel version of Painting to Hammer a Nail
In that could only be used conceptually; no. 10). On
the whole, it was less dependent on text and more
performative than the exhibition at Indica. One re-
viewer found the Lisson show thematically unified
around the idea of “the interdependability of men
and things, one with another, in a constant process
of change and interaction.”?!

This is certainly suggested by its most ambitious
work—an environment that appeared to be a stu-
dio apartment in which every object, from teapot to
table lamp to twin bed, had been painted white and
then halved (figs. 1.21, 7.1; no. 20). This installa-
tion, now known as Half-A-Room, presents a vignette
of objects in flux that exemplifies her theory of “in-
structure,” but also suggests the riddle of the glass
that is both half empty and half full. There is some-
thing, but there is also nothing: Half-A-Room sug-
gests both the hopefulness and the loss implicit in
that statement. “Life is only half a game,” Ono
wrote in her notes for the exhibition catalogue.
"Molecules are always at the verge of half disap-
pearing and half emerging.”?? This theme was
echoed in the exhibition’s Zen koan of a title, Half-
A-Wind Show.

At Lisson, this absence was captured and exhibited,
specimenlike, in the quasi-scientific Air Bottles (fig.
7.5). A collaboration (the first) between Ono and
John Lennon, Air Bottles were empty glass contain-
ers with hand-lettered labels that Ono said repre-
sented “the other half of my half-a-matter ob-
jects.”23 Air Bottles, like Marcel Duchamp’s empty
glass ampoule, Paris Air (1919), acknowledge the
free-floating fiction of memory by using air—a ma-
terial substance that cannot be tied to a specific
place or time—to represent what is missing.

WITH A LITTLE HELP FROM HER FRIENDS:
NEW YORK AND SYRACUSE, 1970-1971

After her London exhibitions, Ono’s work veered
back toward the performative and the collaborative.
These methods of working accommodated her dis-
comfort with the static—in 1966 she wrote, “The
world of construction seems to me to be the most
tangible, and therefore final. This made me ner-
vous."?* They also fit her belief that her art could
function as a communication device and a way to
bring people together. “When someone creates his
own inner reality a little, my art becomes real. If one
person has a dream, it is just a dream, but when
two people dream it together, then it is real.”2°

Her interest in collaboration was connected to a
broader issue that absorbed many artists during the
1960s: the search for alternatives to the old gallery-
collector-museum system, which was perceived as



elitist and object-oriented. Even in this climate, in
which artists intentionally made work that was diffi-
cult to commodify, Ono’s work stood out—along
with that of Joseph Beuys—as obstinately demo-
cratic. Both declared that “everyone is an artist,”
and Ono’s practice, at least, allowed for no other in-
terpretation. By 1968 Ono counted herself an ex-
member of the rarefied world of the avant-garde:
“The art circle from which | came is very dead, so |
am very thrilled to be in communication with world-
wide people.”?® Her newfound access to “world-
wide people” was the result of her association, be-
ginning in late 1966, with pop icon John Lennon,
and it was through his presence in her life that her
aspirations for collaborative creative work came into
full flower.

Ono's next exhibition project, the seven-week-long
Fluxfest Presentation of John Lennon & Yoko Ono +
(spring 1970), was organized by George Maciunas,
her old friend and early collaborator. A miscellany of
objects, environments, and events that Ono de-
scribed as “a dialogue between Yoko and John with
a chorus by Fluxus,” the festival was the next step in
the collectivization of her work. Some sections were
planned in detail by Ono; others, left to Maciunas,
bear the impish and unmistakable stamp of his sen-
sibility. The opening week's presentation, titled Do /t
Yourself, by John & Yoko + Everybody, included

Painting to Be Stepped On, interpreted by Maciunas
as an inked doormat, and Kitchen Piece, presented
as a "painting to wipe floor and street with.”?’ For
her part, Ono planned the fourth week’s exhibition
of object-based riddles entitled Blue Room (see
Ono’s letter to Maciunas, fig. 2.14). Three Spoons
(four spoons on a pedestal) was conceived as a win-
dow display of spoons and sign, like a perverse
shopkeeper’s joke; Pointedness would be trans-
formed from a marble sphere to a rubber ball; and
two coffee cups (one broken) would carry labels
reading “mend” and “not to be appreciated until
it's broken.” In addition to the collaborative plan-
ning process, the festival depended as usual on a
large measure of viewer participation, and in retro-
spect it almost looks like a trial run for Ono’s exhibi-
tion This Is Not Here, which would take place the
following year at the Everson Museum.

In 1970 Ono was also included in an exhibition ex-
ploring “new multiple art” at London’s Whitechapel
Art Gallery. All the works in the exhibition were
multiples, and all were available for purchase with
price and distributor listed in the catalogue. Ono
offered five multiples based on older works—Apple
(with or without stand), Glass Key, two versions of
All White Chess Set, and Bag Piece (nos. 15, 23, 25,
31); she also listed the book Grapefruit.?® She had
experimented with mail-order sales of her work in

FIGURE 7.5 (LEFT)
HALF-A-PAINTING AND
AIR BOTTLE, 1967.
INSTALLATION VIEW,
EVERSON MUSEUM OF
ART, SYRACUSE, 1971

FIGURE 7.6 (RIGHT)

ONO AND LENNON AT
EVERSON MUSEUM OF
ART, SYRACUSE, 1971
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FIGURE 7.7
HIDE ME, 1971, OVER
WRAPPED CHAIR, 1966
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the self-published Ono’s Sales List, but that text
tends to have a poetic distance from material reality—
and a corresponding idiosyncratic, personal feel—
that the Whitechapel list lacks. The new multiples
seem to have hardened into objects of commerce,
perhaps due to the intermediaries of museum and
distribution agency (in this case, Ono and Lennon'’s
own company, Bag Productions).

Ono’s last major exhibition of this period—This Is
Not Here, presented in late 1971 at the Everson Mu-
seum in Syracuse, New York—evolved naturally out
of her participation in the Fluxfest and Whitechapel
projects and could be seen as a summa of her work.
Although it was billed as a “10-year retrospective,”
it was intensely collaborative: John Lennon was listed
as an “assisting guest artist” and was represented
by many works of his own (fig. 7.6); a good deal
of the gallery space was given over to the dozens of
artists who responded to Ono’s invitation to collab-
orate with her on “water sculptures” (no. 6); and,
perhaps most notably, George Maciunas played a
major role in the exhibition’s design and execution.?®

Like the 1970 Fluxfest, This Is Not Here was a mix-
ture of objects, film screenings, performance events,
and participatory environments. Traditional museum
practice was accommodated by the presentation of
a dozen or so previously made objects (many of
them shown at the Indica and Lisson galleries), but
most of the works on view were newly realized and
interactive, including a gallery of “Do It Yourself
Paintings,” a “Vending Arcade” featuring a number
of Ono’s dispensers (nos. 17-18), and two large in-
stallations conceived by Ono and executed by Maci-
unas: the Plexiglas labyrinth AMAZE (no. 26) and
the bank of modular cabinets called Portrait of John
Lennon as a Young Cloud. The work encouraged
participation but apparently suffered because of ex-
tremely heavy use due to record-breaking atten-
dance (Ono was after all the famous wife of a
beloved pop star). Writing just a month after the ex-
hibition’s opening, Lawrence Alloway noted that
“the exhibits have been ripped off and broken at
great speed” and that “the original museum-wide
show had been contracted to three galleries.” He
goes on to lament that while Conceptual Art is all
well and good, Ono “has had difficulty in structur-
ing the uses of her work after the initiatory move....
Dumb physical sharing means the loss of suspense
and of wit and the works were blunted by it.”3!

Alloway was probably not alone in feeling that the
exhibition had failed in some basic way, but he also
missed the point, because what Ono had attempted
was a complete revision of the paradigms that gov-
erned museum exhibitions. This was not here, after
all. If her enterprise was compromised, it was due to
the huge audience she commanded because of her
new status as a celebrity—ironically, the very factor
that made that enterprise an exciting possibility. She



realized this paradox and responded to it with a new
work that was one of the most poignant and funny
objects in the exhibition: a clear Plexiglas vitrine en-
graved with the pleading phrase HIDE ME, which
she placed over one of her earlier works, an empty
chair swathed in gauze (fig. 7.7). Ono has said that
this work equated the futility and comedy of trying
to hide inside a transparent box with “the stupidity
of the situation | put myself in.”32 Because of her
celebrity she had become like the chair: objectified,
silenced, and no longer able to move freely.

Ono’s objects function best when they are in con-
stant motion between the worlds of matter and idea.
This oscillation is not a weakness but a strength: if
one follows their lead, the boundary can be breached
and one gains a view from the other side. Ono has
compared the seesaw action of her work to her
own movement from Japan to America, which she
has said necessitated “drawing a somersault in my
mind just to think, speak, move around, and ob-
serve.” She did not seek a place to rest, however,
because she realized that experiencing things “with
two minds” gave her strength. Motion was power. “|
wanted to inspire people to experience that
power.”33 Her objects attempt to teach us how to
turn our own mental somersaults, and encourage
us to keep moving—like her Eternal Time, a clock
with only a second hand that marks the passage of
time without measuring it. Ono described her posi-
tion in 1962 by saying, “l am still groping in the
world of stickiness.”34 This seems a wonderfully apt
metaphor for her understanding of the artist’s task:
the fabrication of material things upon which the
dust of ideas can settle and, for a moment, cling.

NOTES

I would like to express my gratitude to Jon Hendricks and Karla Mer-
rifield for their assistance in my research for this essay, and my very
special thanks to Yoko Ono, who generously participated in an ex-
tended conversation about her work that was for me both enlight-
ening and pleasurable.
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3. Ono, e-mail to author, November 1999. This piece was apparently
never published, but it is related to Mend Painting, dated summer
1962 in Grapefruit (1964).

4. Although specific documentation has not been located, the artist
has confirmed that she realized several works in her loft using this
stretch of canvas, including Kitchen Piece, Smoke Painting, and
Shadow Painting (adding, “The works were not on the canvas at
the same time.”). The remnant of this canvas was finally used for
AOS—To David Tudor performed at Carnegie Recital Hall (November
1961) and discarded after the concert (Ono, e-mail to author, De-
cember 1999).

5. Beate Sirota Gordon, The Only Woman in the Room: A Memoir
(Tokyo: Kodansha International, 1998), 175-76. The quote is from
the manuscript for this book rather than the published version,
which omitted some information of interest. | thank Kevin Concan-
non for providing this material.

6. See for example Alexandra Munroe, ed., Japanese Art After
1945: Scream Against the Sky (New York: Abrams, 1994); and Out
of Actions: Between Performance and the Object, 1949-1979, exh.
cat. (Los Angeles: The Museum of Contemporary Art, 1998). Ono
has said that her knowledge of art history was spotty; she first heard
about Gutai in early 1960, but didn't see any of their works until
about thirty years later (e-mail to author, October 1999).

7. Allan Kaprow, “The Legacy of Jackson Pollock,” Art News 57, no.
6 (October 1958): 57.

8. Ono, e-mail to author, November 1999.

9. The AG Gallery paintings were cut from “another rolled up funkier
looking canvas of a smaller size” than the large canvas she had used
in performance (see note 4). These Instruction Paintings made from
the smaller canvas hung in her Chambers Street loft for a time be-
fore the exhibition (all information from Ono, e-mail to author,
December 1999). None of these seems to be extant; for photo-
graphic documentation see Hendricks, Paintings and Drawings by
Yoko Ono (1993).

10. Ono, e-mail to author, September 1999.
11. Ono, “To the Wesleyan People” (1966; Anthology 14).

12. Ono, “Painting to Be Constructed in Your Head" in Instruction
Paintings (1995), 5-10. In the essay she relates that she would have
preferred to have the instructions typewritten for a completely neu-
tral look, but was unable to get access to a typewriter with Japanese
characters. Instead, because her handwriting was “too emotional,”
she asked her husband Ichiyanagi Toshi to copy them out.

13. Ono, “To the Wesleyan People.”

14. During these years, Ono did have several “conceptual exhibi-
tions” of ideas, performances, and/or texts, including 3 Old Paint-
ings (Naiqua Gallery, Tokyo, 1964) and Blue Room Event (New York,
1966). She operated a conceptual exhibition venue, the IsReal
Gallery, and considered presenting some objects during The Stone
(Judson Gallery, 1966). She also approached Leo Castelli Gallery in
1965 with an exhibition proposal, which was not accepted. See
Concannon, “Nothing IsReal” (pp. 177-82).

15. Sheldon Williams, “Patterns in Today’s Art: 1. Miniature Philoso-
pher—the Trials of Yoko Ono,” Contemporary Review 212 (May
1968): 264.

16. Ono’s reference to her paintings as “kits” is contained in her let-

ter to Ivan Karp (1965; Anthology 13). See also “Yoko Ono: Instruc-
tion Painting” in Yoko at Indica, exh. cat. (1966), n.p.

17. Ono, “To the Wesleyan People.” See also Anthony Cox, “In-
structive Auto-Destruction,” Art and Artists (London) 1, no. 5 (Au-
gust 1966): 17-20.

18. Ono, e-mail to author, October 1999.

19. [Ono], Yoko at Indica, exh. cat. (1966), [08].

20. One exception was Cleaning Piece for A.P, whose smoked Plexi-
glas cube was, according to Ono, a playful reference to Larry Bell's
Minimalist boxes (e-mail to author, October 1999).

21. Eddie Wolfram, “Well, Whatever Did?,” Art and Artists (London)
2, no. 7 (October 1967): 39.

22.0no, "Some Notes on the Lisson Gallery Show” (1967; Antholo-
gy 15).

23. Ibid., 2.

24.0no, "To the Wesleyan People.”

25. Ono, quoted in Donald Singleton, “Princess of Pop! The Head
for This Story Is in the Bag,” Daily News (London), 23 November
1971, 42.

26. Ono, quoted in “Yoko Ono Speaks,” Observer (London), 21 July
1968.

27. This piece is described as such in issue no. 9 of the Fluxus news-
paper VTRE (all photographs copyright nineteen seVenty peler
mooRE, 1970), insert, photo no. 9.

28. It is unclear whether this part of the festival ever took place.
Maciunas'’s plans were published in VTRE (ibid.), along with photo-
graphs of some of the events; there are no photographs, however,
of Blue Room Event.

29. See the catalogue 3 — o : New Multiple Art, exh. cat. (London:
Arts Council of Great Britain, 1970), 48, 59-60. John Lennon was
also included in the exhibition, and Ono is acknowledged as a con-
tributor to two of his works: Acorn Piece and the album cover for
Unfinished Music No. 1: Two Virgins.

30. Because of Maciunas'’s involvement, Jon Hendricks has referred
to this exhibition as a “clear extension of Fluxus.” See Hendricks,
Fluxus Codex (1988), 397.

31. Lawrence Alloway, “Art,” Nation (8 November 1971): 477.

32. Ono, e-mail to author, September 1999.

33. All quotes from Ono, e-mail to author, October 1999.

34. Ono, “The Word of a Fabricator” (1962, translated by Yoko Ono
1999; Anthology 12).

ROTHFUSS 99



7 Ceiling Painting (YES Painting), 1966

text on paper, glass, metal frame, metal chain,

magnifying glass, painted ladder

framed text: 25% x 226" (64.8 x 56.4 cm);

chain and magnifying glass: 28% x 3 x %" (72.3x 7.6 x 1.9 cm);
ladder: 72 x 19% x 47%," (182.8 x 48.9 x 120.6 cm)

Collection of the artist

In the catalogue for her exhibition at Indica Gallery, Ono wrote a
note about this work: “From Blue Room Event in NYC, in which
one entire room was white with a few furnishings on the walls, on
the ceiling was a painting, this is it, ladder which comes with
painting is a new addition for London Show.”' The reference is to
an installation in her New York apartment in which she had post-
ed statements on furniture, ceiling, and windows that encouraged
viewers to effect an imaginary transformation of the space (no. 5).
One of the texts was the single word YES installed on the ceiling.
Ceiling Painting is a work in Ono’s series of Position Paintings,
which seek to alter the viewing experience by requiring an un-
orthodox relationship between the body and the work of art.?

When Ono prepared for her exhibition at Indica in late 1966, she
made a framed version of this text, rendered in tiny letters on a
large sheet of paper. The text was nearly impossible to read from
the floor; the addition of the ladder was an invitation for viewers
to ascend and complete the piece by reading it with the magnify-
ing glass hanging from the frame. When this was done, the open-
ended affirmation of the word YES became the viewer's reward
for making the climb. At least one viewer—John Lennon—
remembered feeling relieved to find that the text was not an ex-
ample of the “negative...smash-the-piano-with-a-hammer, break-
the-sculpture boring, negative crap” that he associated with
avant-garde art of the period. “That 'YES’ made me stay...."3

IR

NOTES

1. [Ono], Yoko at Indica, exh. cat. (1966), [P5]. Ono notes that the ladder is a
new component added for the London installation, but it is unclear whether
the other elements of the work (framed text and magnifying glass) were also
new for London, or whether they were the same objects that had been used in
Blue Room Event.

2. For Position Paintings, see no. 21.

3. Lennon, The Playboy Interviews (1981), 92.
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OTHER VERSIONS
1996 Yes Painting

India ink on primed canvas with magnifying glass and painted
stepladder. Two replicas made for: 1998 En Trance, Andre
Emmerich Gallery; and 1999 At the Threshold of the Visible, ICl

1999 Yes
First shown: 1999 Open Window, Umm El-Fachem Art Gallery.
From Instruction Paintings series. Acrylic on linen, hung on the wall

1999 Yes Painting
Drawing. Ink on paper

EXHIBITIONS: 1966 Blue Room Event, Ono's apartments, New
York (possibly different version); 1966 Yoko at Indica, Indica
Gallery; 1971 This Is Not Here, Everson Museum; 1989
Happenings & Fluxus, Galerie 1900-2000; 1989 The Bronze Age,
Cranbrook Academy; 1990 In Facing, Riverside Studios; 1990
Insound/Instructure, Henie Onstad Arts Centre; 1990 Fumie,
Sogetsu Art Museum; 1990 To See the Skies, Fondazione
Mudima; 1991 Birch Monologue, Porin Taidemuseo; 1991 Peace!
Fridur! Reykjavik Municipal Art Museum; 1997 Have You Seen the
Horizon Lately? MOMA, Oxford

VISUAL DOCUMENTATION: 1966, photo by lain Macmillan, pub.
Yoko at Indica, exh. cat. (1966); 1966, photo by Graham Keen,
pub. The Bronze Age, exh. cat. (Cranbrook 1989) and elsewhere;
1971, photo by lain Macmillan (Everson installation)

LITERATURE: [Ono], Yoko at Indica, exh. cat. (1966) [P5]; Haskell,
Arias and Objects (1991), 41

PLATE 7

CEILING PAINTING
(YES PAINTING), 1966.
INSTALLATION VIEW,
THE ISRAEL MUSEUM,
JERUSALEM, 2000






8 Painting to Let the Evening Light Go Through,

Plexiglas

engraved: PAINTING TO LET THE EVENING LIGHT GO THROUGH
YOKO ONO 1961

32%x 27 x /2" (83.5x68.6 x 1.3 cm)

Collection of the artist

In a number of texts and objects of the early and mid-1960s, Ono
referred to “evening light” as a means of evoking the intangible,
the temporal, and the transformative.! Among these was a con-
cept for an Instruction Painting, later published in Grapefruit
(1964):

PAINTING TO LET THE EVENING LIGHT
GO THROUGH

Hang a bottle behind a canvas.

Place the canvas where the west light
comes in.

The painting will exist when the bottle
creates a shadow on the canvas, or it does
not have to exist.

The bottle may contain liquor, water,
grasshoppers, ants or singing insects, or

it does not have to contain.

1961 summer

In 1961 Ono included a physical manifestation of this concept in
her exhibition at George Maciunas's AG Gallery. She prepared a
rectangle of canvas stained with sumiink and hung it in front of a
glass bottle in the gallery’s window, intending that it be seen from
the street (where it would have functioned as a kind of inverse of
another work in the exhibition, Shadow Painting). However, the
concept did not work as planned, partly because the gallery’s elec-
tricity had been cut off. “We realized that unless a very strong
light would hit the canvas [from behind], we could not see the
bottle from the street.... | left the bottle dangling, anyway, be-
cause | thought it looked interesting, like a bottled soul.”? The
canvas was ultimately installed alone, on an interior brick wall.
The following spring she included a text-only version of the piece
in her exhibition of /nstructions for Paintings at the Sogetsu Art
Center (no. 3).

Four years later Ono returned to the concept for her exhibition at
Indica Gallery. This time she realized the piece as a rectangle of
clear Plexiglas and installed it hanging in a gallery window. "It was
so obvious and redundant to place a transparent Plexiglas painting
over a transparent glass window. It was like showing a cup and
calling it “This Is A Cup.” It was almost jarring in its senselessness,
and therefore mysterious.... Nothing was showing through the

102 EARLIY ORIECTS

1961/1966

transparency except transparency itself. It was only waiting for the
evening light to go through.”3
JR

NOTES

1. See also Ono's later text, “On Ownership Il (undated) in Museum of Modern
[Flart (1971). For further discussion of the concept, see AMAZE (no. 26).

2. Ono, e-mail to author, October 1999.

3. Ibid. Yoko at Indica, exh. cat. (1966) lists this work as Painting to Let the
Evening Light Go Through 1961 summer no. 3. Ono says that the numbering re-
ferred to the three installation options she had imagined for her loft: one for the
window, another for the back window, and one for the skylight. The work was
also installed in the window at the Everson Museum in 1971 (pl. 8).

OTHER VERSIONS
For score and canvas versions, see nos. 2, 3

1988 bronze

First shown: 1989 Objects, Films, Whitney Museum. Edition of 9.
Engraved: PAINTING TO LET THE EVENING LIGHT GO THROUGH
YOKO ONO 1988

EXHIBITIONS: 1966 Yoko at Indica, Indica Gallery; 1971 This Is Not
Here, Everson Museum; 1972 Documenta 5; 1989 Objects, Films,
Whitney Museum); 1989 The Bronze Age, Cranbrook Academy;
1990 In Facing, Riverside Studios; 1990 Insound/Instructure, Henie
Onstad Arts Centre; 1990 Fumie, S6getsu Art Museum; 1990 To
See the Skies, Fondazione Mudima; 1991 Birch Monologue, Porin
Taidemuseo; 1991 Peace! Fridur! Reykjavik Municipal Art
Museum; 1993 In the Spirit of Fluxus, Walker Art Center; 1997
Have You Seen the Horizon Lately? MOMA, Oxford

VISUAL DOCUMENTATION: 1971, photo by lain Macmillan (Everson
installation); 1971, photo by Takahiko limura (Everson installation),
pub. In Facing, exh. cat. (1990); 1968-69, photo by John Reader
(installation at Weybridge, U.K.), pub. Haskell and Hanhardt, Arias
and Objects (1991)

LITERATURE: Glueck, New York Times (11 October 1971);
Wasserman, Artforum (January 1972); Hendricks, The Bronze Age,
exh. cat. (Cranbrook 1989), n.p.; Kent, In Facing, exh. cat. (1990),
n.p.; Blom, Insound/Instructure, exh. cat. (1990), 36; Haskell, Arias
and Objects (1991), 22-23,; lles, Have You Seen the Horizon
Lately? exh. cat. (1997), 56

PLATE 8

PAINTING TO LET THE
EVENING LIGHT GO
THROUGH, 1961/1966.
INSTALLATION VIEW,
EVERSON MUSEUM OF
ART, SYRACUSE, 1971
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9 Painting to Hammer a Nail, 1961/1966

(also known as Painting to Hammer a Nail In)
painted wood panel, nails, painted hammer, chain
panel: 13% x 10% x 4%" (34.9x 26.6 x 11.4 cm);
hammer and chain: 36%" (92 cm) long

Collection of the artist

10 Painting to Hammer a Nail In, 1961/1967

Both of these objects are manifestations of one of Ono’s most fa-

stainless steel, glass miliar Instruction Paintings, a 1961 concept later published in
inscribed on base: Hammer a nail in for John. '67 London Grapefruit (1964):

Yoko Ono.

panel: 13%x 1% x 9%" (34.9x 3.9 x 24.1 cm); PAINTING TO HAMMER A NAIL

hammer and chain: 49" (125 cm) long
Collection of the artist

Hammer a nail into a mirror, a piece of
glass, a canvas, wood or metal every
morning. Also, pick up a hair that came
off when you combed in the morning and
tie it around the hammered nail. The
painting ends when the surface is covered
with nails.

1961 winter!

The 1966 version was created for her Indica Gallery exhibition and
consisted of a pristine, white-painted wood panel from which a
hammer dangled on a chain and a jar of nails on a white-painted
chair (fig. 7.8). Visitors to the show hammered a nail into the
panel if they wished; at the exhibition’s end, the object was con-
sidered finished.

Although the text calls for the addition of hair as well as nails, no
hair has survived on the extant object. Ono has said that when vis-
itors hammered a nail into the panel she “let them know that the
next step was to put your hair around it. But because of the
method of explanation, which was verbal, [this step] was gradual-
ly forgotten.”? The importance of the hair is underscored by Ono’s
note on the work in the exhibition catalogue: "Japanese Temples
have a place for you to tie wish knots, in the case of this painting
the wish knot is tied with your hair.”? The combination of the
wood, nails, and hair suggests that the piece could be seen as a
fetish, but this reading is negated by the work’s straightforward
functionality and visual neutrality.

One year later, Ono made a second version of the piece, inscribed
to John Lennon, whom she had met at a preview of the Indica
Gallery exhibition. She recalled, “When ‘Hammer a Nail’ painting
was exhibited at Indica Gallery, a person came and asked if it was
alright to hammer a nail in the painting. | said it was alright if he pays
5 shillings. Instead of paying the 5 shillings, he asked if it was al-
right for him to hammer an imaginary nail in. That was John Lennon.

FIGURE 7.8 | thought, so | met a guy who plays the same game | played."*

PAINTING TO HAMMER

A NAIL, 1961/1966 Responding to Lennon’s suggestion that participation be concep-

(INITIAL STATE). tual, Ono’s reworking is in some ways a reversal of the earlier

INSTALLATION VIEW, piece. The nail and hammer provided are useful only if the piece is

INDICA GALLERY, realized in the mind, and this purely conceptual nature allows for bLATE ©
LONDON, 1966 an infinite number of participants. Using the object’s physical

PAINTING TO HAMMER
A NAIL, 1961/1966

components would result in the work's destruction rather than
its completion.
IR
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NOTES

1. One of several versions of this concept reads: PAINTING TO HAMMER A NAIL/
Hammer a nail in the center of a piece/of glass. Send each fragment to an/arbi-
trary address. #1962 spring. In this text, the collective creative activity is not in the
hammering but rather in the implied possibility that the recipients of the frag-
ments will come together to mend the glass. In Painting to Be Constructed in
Your Head, the action is the same but the distribution of fragments is done con-
ceptually (both published in Grapefruit, 1964)

2. Ono, e-mail to author, October 1999
3. [Ono], Yoko at Indica (1966), [P7]

4. Ono, "Some Notes on the Lisson Gallery Show" (1967; Anthology 15). As a
way of recouping part of her expenditure for materials, Ono had planned to
charge a small fee to visitors who wished to participate in Painting to Hammer a
Nail at Indica Gallery. However, it wasn't until Lennon’s visit to Lisson Gallery that
she implemented the idea (e-mail to author, January 2000).

OTHER VERSIONS
For score version, see no. 3

1967 mahogany
First shown: 1967 Yoko Ono at Lisson, Lisson Gallery

1967-71 ivory

Inscribed on panel: Painting to hammer a nail in Yoko Ono
FIGURE 7.9

ONO INSTALLING
PAINTING TO HAMMER
A NAIL IN NO. 4,
JUDSON MEMORIAL
CHURCH, NEW YORK,
1990. COPYRIGHT ©
FRED W. MCDARRAH

1970-

Beginning with 1970 Fluxfest Presentation of John Lennon & Yoko
Ono +: Do It Yourself, New York, numerous participatory versions
in different materials (e.g., bed, cross, toilet, table) produced, es-
pecially in the 1990s (fig. 7.9)

1988 bronze
First shown: 1989 Objects, Films, Whitney Museum. Edition of 9.
Inscribed on hammer: PAINTING TO HAMMER A NAIL IN

EXHIBITIONS (1966 VERSION): 1966 Yoko at Indica, Indica Gallery;
1972 Documenta 5; 1989 Objects, Films, Whitney Museum; 1989
The Bronze Age, Cranbrook Academy; 1990 In Facing, Riverside
Studios; 1990 Insound/Instructure, Henie Onstad Arts Centre;
1990 Fumie, Sogetsu Art Museum; 1990 To See the Skies,
Fondazione Mudima; 1991 Birch Monologue, Porin Taidemuseo;
1991 Peace! Fridur! Reykjavik Municipal Art Museum; 1993 In the
Spirit of Fluxus, Walker Art Center

EXHIBITIONS (1967 VERSION): 1967 Yoko Ono at Lisson, Lisson
Gallery; 1971 This Is Not Here, Everson Museum; 1997 Have You
Seen the Horizon Lately? MOMA, Oxford

VISUAL DOCUMENTATION: 1966, photo by lain Macmillan (unfin-
ished state), pub. Yoko at Indica, exh. cat. (1966)

LITERATURE: [Ono], Yoko at Indica, exh. cat. (1966), [P7];
Wasserman, Artforum (January 1972); Ono, “Some Notes...,"
Yoko Ono at Lisson, exh. cat. (1967); Haskell, Objects, Films
(1989), exh. brochure, 4; Watanabe, Fumie, exh. cat. (1990), 46;
Kent, In Facing, exh. cat. (1990), n.p.; Haskell, Arias and Objects
(1991), 21; lles, Have You Seen the Horizon Lately? exh. cat.
(1997), 98; Rico Lacasa, Wish Trees for Brazil, exh. cat. (1998), 20
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IN FACING

Painting To Hammer A Nail In has been
presented in several different shapes since
its conception in 1961. This time | decided
to do it in this form: a shape of a cross.

Immediately after my decision, | recognized
an immense fear in me which had nothing
to do with my concern for the artistic merit
of the piece but with my warped sense of
value. | was afraid of hammering a nail in

a piece of recycled wood while | shared and
participated in a society which allowed men,
women, children and other species on earth
to be on the cross.

For me, this piece has worked as a kind of
atonement, to start a new decade with a
clearer vision, and to replace my reverence
for the abstract with that of life.

| dedicate this piece to all martyrs in the
history of the earth.

Yoko Ono
January 5, 1990
New York City

PLATE 10

PAINTING TO HAMMER
A NAIL IN, 1961/1967






Water Piece (Painting to Be Watered), 1962/1966

sponge, eyedropper, water in glass vial on Plexiglas pedestal
engraved on pedestal: WATER PIECE YOKO ONO 1962 / WATER
EVERY DAY

sponge: dimensions variable; eyedropper: dimensions variable;
pedestal: 23% x 23% x 23%" (59.6 x 59.6 x 59.6 cm)
Collection of the artist

Water was important as both motif and material in Ono’s work
and appears in many of her songs, events, texts, and objects.

A basic and essential nourishment for all living beings, water is
also a significant part of our physical makeup and is common

to all humans. “We're all water in different containers,” Ono
wrote, “that’s why it's so easy to meet/someday we'll evaporate
together.” The continual, cyclical passage of water from liquid
to vapor to liquid has a metaphysical corollary in the theory of
reincarnation; in both physical and metaphysical cases, material
seems to alternate between states of being and not-being. Ono
explored these ideas in numerous works, including the perform-
ance Disappearing Piece, during which she boiled a pan of water
until it completely evaporated,? and a collaborative project with
John Lennon that comprised a dry sponge suspended over a
wet sponge.?

This object, a realization of one of Ono’s Instruction Paintings, was
presented in her 1966 exhibition at Indica Gallery and is directly
related to a text published in Grapefruit (1964):

PAINTING TO BE WATERED
Water every day.

1962 summer

A portion of this text was engraved on the work’s Plexiglas
pedestal, functioning as both invitation and instruction for anyone
who wished to make a contribution to the piece. Paint, brush, and
canvas have been reconfigured as water, dropper, and sponge,
and art-making is presented as a collective activity linked to nour-
ishment, growth, and the circular nature of life's processes.
However, since no image appears and nothing grows, Water Piece
has to be understood as a conceptual work that is infinitely re-
peatable—and never complete.

JR

NOTES

The sponge, eyedropper, and bottle have been replaced over the life of the piece
due to loss, breakage, etc.

1. Ono, “Water Talk” (1967; Anthology 27).

2. Performed in both New York and London during 1966. See Ono,
“Disappearing Piece” (Anthology 9).

3. Produced for the Fluxfest Presentation of John Lennon & Yoko Ono +(1970).
For another water-related work, also collaborative, see Water Event (no. 6).
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EXHIBITIONS: 1966 Yoko at Indica, Indica Gallery; 1971 This Is Not
Here, Everson Museum; 1990 £n Trance, Randers Kunstmuseum;
1991 Birch Monologue, Porin Taidemuseo; 1991 Peace! Fridur!
Reykjavik Municipal Art Museum

VISUAL DOCUMENTATION: 1966, photo by lain Macmillan, pub.
Yoko at Indica, exh. cat. (1966)

LITERATURE: Glueck, New York Times (11 October 1971); lles,
Have You Seen the Horizon Lately? exh. cat. (1997), 50
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12 Pointedness, 1964/1966

crystal sphere on Plexiglas pedestal

engraved on pedestal: POINTEDNESS YOKO ONO 1964 /THIS
SPHERE WILL BE A SHARP POINT WHEN IT GETS/TO THE FAR COR-
NERS OF THE ROOM IN YOUR MIND

sphere: diam. 2%" (6.6 cm); pedestal: 58% x 10% x 10" (147.6 x
26.6 x 25.4 cm)

Collection of the artist

This piece developed out of an experience Ono had during her
event Evening till Dawn, held in 1964 at a Kyoto temple (no. 29).
As the event concluded at dawn under a full moon, Ono recalls
that “the monks served us breakfast, consisting of barley-rice,
pickles, and miso soup. The moonlight, which had lit the garden
as if it was daylight, now became a pointedness in my heart. It
seemed that we were a billion miles away from the moonlight.”"

This impression became the basis, in early 1966, for one of a
group of objects that Ono imagined could be used as stimuli for
meditations on the fluctuating nature of matter. Her proposal
read: “A marble sphere (actually existing) which, in your head,
gradually becomes a sharp cone by the time it is extended to the
far end of the room.”2 Later that year, for her exhibition at Indica
Gallery, Ono actually constructed the object by placing a white
marble sphere on a pedestal engraved with the instructional text.
She called it Pointedness in reference to her Kyoto experience.?

The work’s genesis in the garden of a moonlit Buddhist temple
suggests that it refers not only to Zen meditation practices but
also to the dramatic (but illusory) shift in scale that oecurs when
bodies are separated by a great physical distance. From Earth,
the moon may look like a small, inert sphere; in Pointedness,
Ono gives the viewer a chance to restore its distance, power,
and mystery.

JR

NOTES
1. Ono, e-mail to author, September 1999.
2. Ono, “To the Wesleyan People” (1966; Anthology 14).

3. In its present form, Pointedness includes a crystal sphere, but photographs and
reviews of its first presentation reveal that it was first realized with a white marble
sphere. Ono changed it when she could afford to do so, feeling that the clarity of
crystal better suited the conceptual nature of the exercise.
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OTHER VERSIONS

1970 soft rubber ball

First shown: 1970 Fluxfest Presentation of John Lennon & Yoko
Ono +: Blue Room, New York. With sign: This sphere will be a
sharp point when it gets to the far side of the room in your mind.

1971 rubber stamp text

2 editions known. From a set of 13 stamps with texts by Ono and
Lennon, produced by George Maciunas in conjunction with This
Is Not Here. Text reads: THIS SPHERE WILL BE A SHARP POINT /
WHEN IT GETS TO THE FAR SIDE OF / THE ROOM IN YOUR

MIND (Y.0.)

1988 bronze (pl. 60b)

First shown: 1989 Objects, Films, Whitney Museum. Edition of 9.

With Corian pedestal. Engraved on pedestal: POINTEDNESS YOKO
ONO 1988 /THIS SPHERE WILL BE A SHARP POINT WHEN IT GETS /

TO THE FAR CORNER OF THE ROOM IN YOUR MIND

1997 crystal

Created for the collection of Fine Arts Museum of Valencia. With
Plexiglas pedestal. Based on 1964/66 version, dimensions based
on 1988 bronze version

EXHIBITIONS: 1966 Yoko at Indica, Indica Gallery; 1971 This Is Not
Here, Everson Museum; 1989 Objects, Films, Whitney Museum;
1989 The Bronze Age, Cranbrook Academy; 1990 /n Facing,
Riverside Studios; 1990 Insound/Instructure, Henie Onstad Arts
Centre; 1990 Fumie, Sogetsu Art Museum; 1990 To See the Skies,
Fondazione Mudima; 1991 Birch Monologue, Porin Taidemuseo;
1991 Peace! Fridur! Reykjavik Municipal Art Museum; 1994
Japanese Art After 1945, Yokohama Museum of Art/Guggenheim
Museum Soho; 1996 L'art du plastique, Ecole Nationale
Supérieure des Beaux-Arts

VISUAL DOCUMENTATION: 1966, photo by lain Macmillan, pub.
Yoko at Indica, exh. cat. (1966) and Wasserman, Artforum
(January 1972)

LITERATURE: Overy, Artscanada (January 1967), supplement;
Wasserman, Artforum (January 1972); Hendricks, Fluxus Codex
(1988); Haskell, Objects, Films, exh. brochure (1989), 4; Blom,
Insound/Instructure, exh. cat. (1990), 35; Watanabe, Fumie, exh.
cat. (1990), 46; Haskell, Arias and Objects (1991), 54
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13 Eternal Time, 1965

(originally known as Eternal Time Clock)

battery-run, gilded clock with second hand only, Plexiglas box,
stethoscope, Plexiglas pedestal

inscribed on clock front: Happy Birthday Julius Love Sylvia/
ETERNAL TIME / by Yoko Ono 3/15/65

box: 3x6x6.5" (7.6 x 15.2 x 16.5 cm); pedestal: 40 x 8 x 9"
(101.6 x 20.3 x 22.8 cm)

Collection of the artist

Time is a vital element in Ono’s art. When performed and actual-
ized, her scores and instructions acquire a temporal dimension.
The clock, a literal index of time, is a recurrent motif in her works:
as many as six works entitled Clock Piece appear in Grapefruit
(1964). While one piece instructs the reader to

Steal all the clocks and watches
in the world.
Destroy them.

another urges,

Make all the clocks in the world fast by
two seconds without letting anyone know
about it.

By destroying or changing the time of clocks, Ono means to free
the self from the establishment or the absolute systems of the
world.

Eternal Time gives form to Ono’s longing for freedom. Although
its second hand moves, the clock cannot indicate the time without
its minute and hour hands. By listening to the clock’s continuous
beat through a stethoscope, one has a sense of eternity. At the
same time, the beat of the clock brings to mind the pulsing of the
human heart. Through such analogies, human life is made eternal
like the timeless clock. Cast in bronze, the 1988 version is truly
frozen in time.

MY

NOTES

1. The artist included a performance called Clock Piece in her concerts at
Yamaichi Hall, Kyoto (1964); Sogetsu Kaikan Hall, Tokyo (1964); and Carnegie
Recital Hall (1965). According to her script “Strip Tease Show," which records the
program presented at these venues, an alarm clock was placed on the stage to
announce the end of her concerts (1966; Anthology 8). She notes that the clock’s
face and hands were removed “so that it was impossible to know what time the
clock had been set to.” See Anthology 8. Eternal Time was also used (without
pedestal, box, or stethoscope) in the 1965 Carnegie concert.
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OTHER VERSIONS
1965 Eternal Time (presently known as Sky Clock)
Clock with painted face. Realized by Geoffrey Hendricks

1988 bronze

First shown: 1989 The Bronze Age, Cranbrook Academy. Edition
of 9. With Plexiglas case, Corian pedestal, and bronze stetho-
scope. Inscribed on base: ETERNAL TIME / by Yoko Ono 3/15/65

EXHIBITIONS: 1965 New Works of Yoko Ono, Carnegie Recital
Hall; 1966 Yoko at Indica, Indica Gallery; 1971 This Is Not Here,
Everson Museum; 1989 The Bronze Age, Cranbrook Academy;
1990 In Facing, Riverside Studios; 1990 Insound/Instructure, Henie
Onstad Arts Centre; 1990 Fumie, Sogetsu Art Museum; 1990 To
See the Skies, Fondazione Mudima; 1991 Birch Monologue, Porin
Taidemuseo; 1991 Peace! Fridur! Reykjavik Municipal Art Museum

VISUAL DOCUMENTATION: 1965, photo by Peter Moore; 1966,
photo by lain Macmillan, pub. Yoko at Indica, exh. cat. (1966)

LITERATURE: Sturt-Penrose, The Art Scene (1969), 46; Haskell,
Arias and Objects (1991), 37, 56
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14 Object in Three Parts, 1966

condom, diaphragm, birth control pill, each placed on a pedestal
each pedestal: 39 x 11% x 11%" (99 x 28.7 x 28.7 cm)
original, lost; 1989 reconstruction: collection of the artist

Ono has been associated in the public mind with the women's OTHER VERSIONS

liberation movement through several songs she composed after 1988 Revolution: Objects in Three Parts (bronze)
1971, most notably “Woman Is the Nigger of the World,” which First shown: 1989 The Bronze Age, Cranbrook Academy.
she coauthored with Lennon.! But some artworks of the 1960s Edition of 9. With Plexiglas case

had already revealed her acute sensibility of the imbalance in sexu-

al dynamics. When Object in Three Parts was first presented at 1989 reconstruction

Indica Gallery in 1966, contraception, while a hotly debated issue, First shown: 1989 The Bronze Age, Cranbrook Academy.
had not yet served as a subject for works of art. Breaking this un- Based on 1966 original

written taboo on utilizing objects of everyday sexual life, Ono

made the contraceptives into art objects by placing them carefully EXHIBITIONS: 1966 Yoko at Indica, Indica Gallery

on white pedestals.?
VISUAL DOCUMENTATION: 1966, photo by lain Macmillan, pub.

As in other works by Ono, the three-part composition of this work Yoko at Indica, exh. cat. (1966)

may suggest three different stages in time.? It may represent the

evolution of the contraceptive from the condom to the pill: large LITERATURE: Amaya, Financial Times (12 November 1966);
to small; male control to female control. Revolution, the title given Haskell, Arias and Objects (1991), 98

to the 1988 bronze version, may refer to the women's revolution
and contraception as a revolution in human history (fig. 7.10).
MY

NOTES
For the 1989 reconstruction, a new condom is used for each exhibition.

1. "Woman Is the Nigger of the World” as well as “Sisters O Sisters” and “Men,
Men, Men" are in the LP album by John & Yoko/Plastic Ono Band with Elephant’s
Memory, Some Time in New York City (1972). Other songs addressing women’s
issues include “Angry Young Woman,” “She Hits Back,” and “Woman Power" in
Ono, Feeling the Space (1973); and “What a Bastard the World Is” and “What a
Mess” in Ono, Approximately Infinite Universe (1973). Also, Ono created a theme
song in 1973 for the women'’s liberation movement in Japan, entitled “Josei joi
banzai” (Cheers to women on top), upon request from the group Chapiren,
whose full name may be translated as “Women's liberation union that objects to
the Abortion Prohibition Law and demands free access to contraceptive pills.”
Coverage in the Japanese press included “Yaro-domo yoku kikeyo!: Dato dansei
mokuromu ribu sanka” (Guys, listen up!: A tribute to women'’s lib, aiming to

overthrow men), Hochi shinbun, 7 May 1973.

FIGURE 7.10
REVOLUTION: OBJECT
vas (original lost). IN THREE PARTS,

2. You and Me, shown at Indica Gallery, is also composed of contraceptives: two
water-filled condoms suspended by strings against a white-painted board or can-

3. Three-part composition is also used in such works as Painting in Three Stanzas 1966/1988 (BRONZE
(1961), Shadows (1961/1971), and the slide-projection version of Lighting Event VERSION)
(1995; pls. 67a-b).
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DON, 1966




15 Apple, 1966

apple, Plexiglas pedestal with brass plaque
engraved on plaque: APPLE

pedestal: 36 x 10 x 10" (91.5x 25.4 x 25.4 cm)
Collection of the artist

One of the “unfinished objects” presented at Indica Gallery in
1966, Apple embodies the life cycle of birth, decay, death, and
rebirth. Placing the apple on a pedestal in a gallery foregrounded
the beauty of that cycle and encouraged viewers to imagine the
fruit's inevitable decomposition and its potential, through its
seeds, for regeneration. The label APPLE on the pedestal functions
as a reminder of what was—and would be again—after the fruit
deteriorates beyond recognition (fig. 7.11).

In Christian iconography the apple is equated with Eve, the arche-
typal female, and the ruinous effects of succumbing to her/its
temptation. This history was in Ono’s mind when she made the
piece, but she thought of the apple as the fruit of “wisdom”
rather than evil.” Nevertheless, her apple frequently proved irre-
sistible to visitors, who saw it as an offer (or perhaps a dare) to
take a bite. After the Indica show, Ono said this interaction “was
an interruption of the piece that | had not planned. | was very up-
set at the time. But now | think it was a very interesting thing that
happened: the cycle of organic change was interrupted by human
action.”? Her 1988 bronze version of the work, in which the apple
is depicted with a bite taken out of it, embodies this intervention
and the resulting stasis.

Ono’s deadpan presentation of an apple on a pedestal is also a
witty and incisive revision of that hoary artistic subject, the still life.
However, instead of serving up a traditional nature morte, a repre-
sentation of life that she would have considered dead or frozen,
Ono here presented viewers with a little bit of life itself.

JR

NOTES
1. Ono, e-mail to author, September 1999.

2. Haskell, Arias and Objects (1991), 42. John Lennon was the viewer who took a
bite. When the piece was shown at the Everson Museum in 1971, the apple was
also bitten. See Michael Benedikt, “Yoko Notes,” Art and Artists 6, no. 10
(January 1972): 26-27.

FIGURE 7.11
APPLE, 1966 (WITHERED
STATE)
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OTHER VERSIONS

1988 bronze

First shown: 1989 Objects, Films, Whitney Museum. Edition
of 9. With brass plaque on Corian pedestal. Inscribed on brass
plaque: APPLE

EXHIBITIONS: 1966 Yoko at Indica, Indica Gallery; 1971 This Is Not
Here, Everson Museum); 1989 Objects, Films, Whitney Museum;
1989 The Bronze Age, Cranbrook Academy; 1990 In Facing,
Riverside Studios; 1990 Insound/Instructure, Henie Onstad Arts
Centre; 1990 Fumie, Sogetsu Art Museum; 1990 To See the Skies,
Fondazione Mudima; 1991 Birch Monologue, Porin Taidemuseo;
1991 Peace! Fridur! Reykjavik Municipal Art Museum; 1993 In the
Spirit of Fluxus, Walker Art Center; 1997 Have You Seen the
Horizon Lately? MOMA, Oxford

VISUAL DOCUMENTATION: 1966, photo by lain Macmillan, pub.
Yoko at Indica, exh. cat. (1966)

LITERATURE: Daily Sketch (15 November 1966); Benedikt, Art and
Artists (January 1972); Wasserman, Artforum (January 1972);
Haskell, Objects, Films, exh. brochure (1989), 4; Haskell, Arias and
Objects (1991), 42
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16 ForgetlIt, 1966

stainless steel needle on Plexiglas pedestal

engraved on pedestal: FORGET IT YOKO ONO 1966
needle: 3%" (8.2 cm) long; pedestal: 58% x 10% x 10"
(147.6 x 26.6 x 25.4 cm)

Collection of the artist

Like Pointedness (no. 12), this work consists of a single object
placed on a Plexiglas pedestal that is engraved with a text. In both
works the text instructs the viewer to engage in an intellectual
rather than a physical activity—here, an ambiguous command to
“forget it.” The numerous connotations of this phrase—to dis-
miss, forgive, cleanse, move on, and so forth—ensure that its
meaning will be dependent on the context of the individual
viewer's life.

Ono's use of a needle to represent the activity of forgetting is illu-
minated in an excerpt from a 1966 essay:

Didn’t Christ say that it was like a camel trying to pass
through a needle hole, for John Cage to go to heaven? | think
it is nice to abandon what you have as much as possible, as
many mental possessions as the physical ones, as they clutter
your mind.... Itis nice to keep oneself small, like a grain of
rice, instead of expanding.'

In this witty paraphrasing of the well-known biblical adage, Ono
casts John Cage as the “rich man” and suggests that intellectual
baggage can be just as burdensome as material possessions. The
needle itself, presented point up, might even be seen as a tool
with which to correct such a situation of overexpansion.

But Ono also thinks of this work as a “peace [sic] of healing” that
acknowledges the tragicomedy of human existence. She has
likened the upward orientation of the needle to our desperate
need to attain unity with the infinite. The text signals the possibili-
" she has writ-
ten, “we free ourselves from that impossible journey. We can go
forward, then, hopefully, without looking back.”?

JR

ty of release from that need. “By saying ‘forget it,

NOTES
1. Ono, "To the Wesleyan People” (1966; Anthology 14).
2. 0no, e-mail to author, September 1999.
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OTHER VERSIONS
1970 upright needle

First shown: 1970 Fluxfest Presentation of John Lennon & Yoko
Ono +: Blue Room, New York. With sign: Forget it. (Yoko Ono)

1971 rubber stamp text

2 known editions. From a set of 13 stamps with texts by Ono and
Lennon, produced by George Maciunas in conjunction with This Is
Not Here. Text reads: FORGET IT (Y.0.)

1988 bronze

First shown: 1989 Objects, Films, Whitney Museum. Edition of 9.
With Corian pedestal. Engraved on pedestal: FORGET IT YOKO
ONO 1988

1997 steel needle

Created for the collection of Fine Art Museum of Valencia. With
Plexiglas pedestal. Based on 1966 version, dimensions based on
1988 bronze version

EXHIBITIONS: 1966 Yoko at Indica, Indica Gallery; 1971 This Is Not
Here, Everson Museum; 1972 Documenta 5; 1989 Objects, Films,
Whitney Museum; 1989 The Bronze Age, Cranbrook Academy;
1990 In Facing, Riverside Studios; 1990 Insound/Instructure, Henie
Onstad Arts Centre; 1990 Fumie, Sogetsu Art Museum; 1990 To
See the Skies, Fondazione Mudima; 1991 Birch Monologue, Porin
Taidemuseo; 1991 Peace! Fridur! Reykjavik Municipal Art
Museum; 1994 Japanese Art After 1945, Yokohama Museum of
Art/Guggenheim Museum Soho; 1996 L'art du plastique, Ecole
Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-Arts

VISUAL DOCUMENTATION: 1966, photo by lain Macmillan, pub.
Yoko at Indica, exh. cat. (1966)

LITERATURE: Hendricks, Fluxus Codex (1988), 418; Haskell, Arias
and Objects (1991), 55

PLATE 16
FORGET IT, 1966
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17 Sky Machine, 1966

(originally known as Sky Dispenser)

stainless steel ticket dispenser, paper cards, pedestal

dispenser: 51 x 16 x 16" (129.5 x 40.6 x 40.6 cm);

card: approx. 1 x 1%" (2.5 x 4.4 cm)

inscribed at bottom: WORD MACHINE PIECE #1 'SKY MACHINE' BY
YOKO ONO 1961, REALIZED BY ANTHONY COX 1966

handwritten on cards, recto: sky; verso: 1966 y.o.

The Gilbert and Lila Silverman Collection, Detroit

18 Air Dispenser, 1971 Like Ono's other dispenser machines, Sky Machine and Air Dispen-

ser evolved from her instruction published in Grapefruit (1964):
stainless steel and glass candy dispenser, empty plastic capsules

inscribed on top cover: AIR CAPSULES BY YOKO ONO 10¢ CHEWING GUM MACHINE PIECE

whereabouts unknown ) ) :
Place Chewing Gum Machines with

many different word cards in them
next to Coca-Cola Machines on
every street corner.

Put more auxiliary words than nouns.
More verbs than adjectives.

1961 winter

When Sky Machine was sold in 1966, the buyer was required to
agree to "a contract in which he only received the right to possess
the machine but had to agree that servicing of the machine would
remain the right of the maker and that the maker would receive
60% on the proceeds of the sale of ‘sky’ cards.”? By having her
work take on the format of a commercial vending machine, the
artist commented on art and consumerism.?

What Ono sold through these machines, however, was not a con-
sumable product but conceptual “sky” or “air” (via a card or
empty capsule; fig. 7.12). Stating that “We need more skies than
coke,"* she meant to propagate imagination in an era of mass
production. The artist considers “air” as “the only thing we
share” and the only link between people.> Similarly, her favorite

FIGURE 7.12
CARDS FOR SKY
MACHINE, 1966

PLATE 17
SKY DISPENSER, 1966
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motif, “sky,” has been “always there” for her and “the only
constant factor” of her life.® Through her humor and imagination,
Ono transformed the intangible “air” and “sky” into something
that everyone can easily afford.

MY

NOTES

Documentary photographs suggest that the inscription and pedestal for Sky
Machine were later additions.

1. Many dispensers, including a capsule dispenser of tears, were made and pre-
sented at the Everson Museum exhibition in 1971 (fig. 7.13). See the installation
diagram of the exhibition in This Is Not Here, exh. cat. (1971), n.p.

2. Anthony Cox, “Instructive Auto-Destruction,” Art and Artists 1, no. 5 (August
1966): 19.

3. Robert Watts, an early associate of Fluxus, used a commercial stamp dispenser
to sell artists’ stamps in 1961. See Joan Marter, “Happenings, Pop Art, and Fluxus
at Rutgers University” in Off Limits: Rutgers University and the Avant-Garde,
1957-1963, exh. cat. (Newark: The Newark Museum, 1999), 30.

4. 0no, “To the Wesleyan People” (1966; Anthology 14).
5. 0no, “Some Notes on the Lisson Gallery Show" (1967; Anthology 15).
6. Ono, "SKYTALK with love to Denmark” in Color, Fly, Sky, exh. cat. (1992), 5.

Sky Machine

EXHIBITIONS: 1966 Works by Behrman..., Judson Memorial
Church; 1989 The Bronze Age, Cranbrook Academy; 1991 Colors
of Money, Musée de la Poste; 1997 Have You Seen the Horizon
Lately? MOMA, Oxford

VISUAL DOCUMENTATION: 1966, photo by Peter Moore; 1966,
photo by lain Macmillan, pub. The Bronze Age, exh. cat.
(Cranbrook 1989); n.d., photo by Brad Iverson, pub. Fluxus
Codex (1988)

LITERATURE: Cox, Art and Artists (August 1966); Hendricks, Fluxus
Codex (1988), 423

Air Dispenser
EXHIBITIONS: 1971 This Is Not Here, Everson Museum

VISUAL DOCUMENTATION: 1971, photo by lain Macmillan, pub.
Hendricks, Fluxus Codex (1988)

LITERATURE: Hendricks, Fluxus Codex (1988), 415
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FIGURE 7.13

VARIOUS DISPENSERS
IN VENDING ARCADE.
INSTALLATION VIEW,
EVERSON MUSEUM OF
ART, SYRACUSE, 1971

PLATE 18

AIR DISPENSER, 1971.
INSTALLATION VIEW,
EVERSON MUSEUM OF
ART, SYRACUSE, 1971
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19 Wrapping Piece for London, 1966

(also known as Wrapped Chair)

wood chair, gauze, white paint

32%x 16 x 15%" (83.2 x 40.6:x 39.4.cm)
Collection of the artist

This work began as a simple presentation of two rolls of gauze
and a white-painted cane-seat chair—one of the “unfinished ob-
jects” in Ono's Indica Gallery exhibition of 1966. As the artist de-
scribes it, she had

placed a ball of gauze on a chair for people to keep making
the ball larger [fig. 7.14]. A pack of gauze was placed next to
the chair as an indication. People kept wrapping the chair in-
stead [of the ball]. My idea was to see the ball become so
large that it would fill the whole room, thereby changing the
relationship between the audience and the ball in size, rather
like in Alice in Wonderland.!

The intended shift in scale would have been a literal transforma-
tion of the work that mirrored the conceptual shift proposed in
Pointedness, also on view in the Indica show (no. 12). However,
the viewers’ unplanned response to the work transformed what
was to have been an ephemeral event into an indexical object that
included, unintentionally, the chair.2 Ono later painted the whole
thing white, preserving it and acknowledging its stasis in a way
that anticipates her later reinterpretation, in bronze, of other early
objects, such as Apple (no. 15).

Wrapping Piece for London (Wrapped Chair) is part of Ono’s ex-
tended exploration, beginning in 1961, of the activity of wrap-
ping. The metaphor is a rich one, suggesting traditional women'’s
activities like binding wounds and swaddling infants, and alluding
more generally to preservation, hiding, muffling, and shrouding.
In this object, the figurative associations of the chair were for Ono
accentuated by the layers of gauze: she recalls that

the chair showed glimpses of itself through the wrapped

gauze, like a woman who yearned to cover herself, or a

scarred soul which hid its pain unsuccessfully.... The wrap-

ping itself sometimes dangled like memories of disappoint-

ment, disillusion, and tears, sometimes as weblike nerves

crisscrossing with incredible complexity and going nowhere.?
JR

NOTES
1. Ono, e-mail to author, September 1999

2. The wrapping event performed by viewers at Ono’s exhibition This /s Not Here
(1971) was closer to her original intention for Indica. She presented a ball of
gauze, and the audience, this time, used it to drape the room. At the end of the
exhibition the work was destroyed (ibid.). In response to Indica viewers' interven-
tion, Ono conceived Lion Wrapping Event, in which she had one of the famous
lions of London’s Trafalgar Square wrapped and unwrapped (see Chronology,
1967, August 3)

3. Ibid
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EXHIBITIONS: 1966 Yoko at Indica, Indica Gallery; 1989 The
Bronze Age, Cranbrook Academy; 1990 /n Facing, Riverside
Studios; 1990 Insound/Instructure, Henie Onstad Arts Centre;
1990 To See the Skies, Fondazione Mudima; 1991 Birch
Monologue, Porin Taidemuseo; 1991 Peace! Fridur! Reykjavik
Municipal Art Museum; 1993 In the Spirit of Fluxus, Walker Art
Center; 1997 Have You Seen the Horizon Lately? MOMA, Oxford

VISUAL DOCUMENTATION: 1966, photo by lain Macmillan (unfin-
ished state), pub. Yoko at Indica, exh. cat. (1966); 1971, photo by
lain Macmillan (Wrapped Chair/Hide Me variation), pub. Have You
Seen the Horizon Lately? exh. cat. (1997)

LITERATURE: [Ono], Yoko at Indica, exh. cat. (1966), [(023];
Haskell, Arias and Objects (1991), 76; lles, Have You Seen the
Horizon Lately? exh. cat. (1997), 67-74

FIGURE 7.14

WRAPPING PIECE FOR
LONDON, 1966 (INITIAL
STATE). INSTALLATION

VIEW, INDICA GALLERY,
LONDON, 1966

PLATE 19

WRAPPING PIECE FOR
LONDON, 1966
INSTALLATION VIEW,
THE ISRAEL MUSEUM,
JERUSALEM, 2000






20 Half-A-Room, 1967

altered readymades
dimensions variable
Collection of the artist

Photographs of this installation at the Lisson Gallery show the
artist standing in what appears to be a modestly furnished one-
room apartment in which everything—from the rug on the floor
to the picture on the wall—has been cut in half and painted white
(figs. 1.21, 7.1, 7.15)." The installation was part of Ono's Half-
A-Wind Show, an exploration of bisection—both psychic and
physical—as a condition of human existence.? “Life is only half a
game,” she wrote. “Molecules are always at the verge of half dis-
appearing and half emerging.”? Looking at the neatly halved ob-
jects, our tendency may be to understand them as incomplete,
but Ono insists that the room is both half empty and half full, like
the glass of water in the familiar riddle. The confrontation with
this kind of fragmented absence/presence may stimulate us to
imagine a whole that is far more vividly drawn than any physical
representation of it could be.

Ono's decision to present these ideas in the form of a truncated
domestic environment suggests an additional narrative involving
personal loss or existential loneliness (a reading that is under-
scored by the extant photographs, which show the artist standing
alone, eyes downcast, inside the room). However, her statements
indicate instead a focus on her understanding that incomplete-
ness is a fact of life. “Somebody said | should also put half-a-
person in the show. But we are halves already.”*

The related Air Bottles, a collaboration between Ono and John
Lennon, also appeared in the Lisson Gallery exhibition. “John
suggested how about selling the other half of my half-a-matter
objects in bottles. It was such a beautiful idea | decided to use it
even though it was not mine.”® These took the form of small glass
bottles with paper labels inscribed, for example, with “half-a-life,”
“half-a-hat,” or “half-a-sky” (fig. 7.5).

JR

NOTES

1. Not all of the original elements have survived, and various combinations of
them have been shown during the 1990s. Additional elements continue to turn
up and are being added to the piece as they are discovered.

2. In the exhibition catalogue the work is entitled Half-A-Spring Room, but since
then it has been exhibited under the title Half-A-Room.

3. 0no, “Some Notes on the Lisson Gallery Show” (1967; Anthology 15).
4. Ibid.
5. Ibid.

OTHER VERSIONS

1998 Half-A-Hospital Room

First shown: 1998 Wish Trees for Brazil, Teatro Nacional, Brasilia.
With bisected accoutrements of a hospital room, including bed,
chair, mirror, towels, etc.
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EXHIBITIONS: 1967 Yoko Ono at Lisson, Lisson Gallery; 1989
The Bronze Age, Cranbrook Academy; 1990 /n Facing, Riverside
Studios; 1991 Birch Monologue, Porin Taidemuseo; 1991 Peace!
Fridur! Reykjavik Municipal Art Museum; 1995 Revolution,
Museum of Contemporary Art, Tokyo; 1997 Have You Seen the
Horizon Lately? MOMA, Oxford

VISUAL DOCUMENTATION: 1967, photo by Anthony Cox

LITERATURE: Ono, “Some Notes...,” Yoko Ono at Lisson, exh.

cat. (1967); Wolfram, Art and Artists (October 1967); Williams,
Contemporary Review (May 1968); Haskell, Arias and Objects
(1991), 40; lles, Have You Seen the Horizon Lately? exh. cat. (1997),
51-56; Rico Lacasa, Wish Trees for Brazil, exh. cat. (1998), 18

FIGURE 7.15
HALF-A-CABINET FROM
HALF-A-ROOM, 1967
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HALF-A-ROOM, 1967.
INSTALLATION VIEW,
THE ISRAEL MUSEUM,
JERUSALEM, 2000



21 Corner Painting, ca. 196671

canvas over wood with gilded frame
each side: 16% x 9% x 3%" (41.9x24.9x 9.5 cm)
Collection of the artist

Ono’s published ideas for paintings include a number that she PLATE 218

refers to as Position Paintings, which involve unorthodox physical CORNER PAINTING,
orientations for both viewer and object. In Painting to Be Stepped E :
On, for example, one steps on a piece of canvas lying on the floor;
Painting to Shake Hands requires two people to shake hands
through a hole in the canvas. In each case, viewers interact physi-
cally with the canvas in unconventional ways that Ono says “bring
life experiences into the world of paintings [and] change the clas-
sical two-dimensional viewing experience to [one] of more com-

CA.1966-71
INSTALLATION VIEW,
NEW YORK, 2000

plex dimensions.” !

Painting’s physical and conceptual conventions alike are aban-
doned in Corner Painting and the closely related Chair Painting
(fig. 7.16). Both examples of Position Paintings, they are canvas-
covered, shaped wood panels with elaborate gilt frames. The right

angle of Corner Painting is architecturally oriented, while the U-
shaped Chair Painting is meant to fit over the back of a chair. Each

object, by virtue of its shape, relates only to a specific kind of
space, one not traditionally associated with the display of paint-
ings; viewing either work straight-on would be impossible without N
significant movement of one’s body. Moreover, these “paintings”

are blank and unidentifiable as such without their signal gold

frames. This absence, along with the emphasis on the position of

the viewer's body, connects these works to Position Piece, a 1963 FIGURE 7.16

text in Grapefruit (1964) in which Ono instructs the participant to CHAIR PAINTING,
assume a yoga position, imagine a painting (any painting) for two CA.1966-71. COLLEC-
days, and then destroy it. “In the East,” Ono has said, “position is TION OF BARBARA

a way of changing life—not by changing life itself, but by chang- GOLDFARB, NEW YORK
ing how you view it."?
JR

NOTES

The artist dates this work to one of two periods: either in New York after 1965, or
in London before 1971. The object was certainly in the planning stages by the
time of her exhibition at the Everson Museum, when George Maciunas included
“corner and wrap around paintings with gold leaf frame" in a list of “new ob-
jects” he was preparing for Ono for that exhibition (Ono, e-mail to author,
October 1999).

1. Other examples cited by the artist include Painting for the Burial and Painting
to See the Room (Ono, e-mail to author, October 1999).

2. Ibid.

OTHER VERSIONS

1971 unstretched canvas

First produced: 1971 This Is Not Here, Everson Museum.
Without frame

1996 canvas on wood
Edition of 3, with 2 a.p. Wood frame painted in silver leaf PLATE 21A

CORNER PAINTING,
EXHIBITIONS: 1971 This Is Not Here, Everson Museum; CA.1966-71
1994 Not Knowing, Gallery Schlesinger
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)2 A Box of Smile, 1967

sterling silver box, mirror

engraved on front: A BOX OF SMILE Y.0. ‘67
closed: 2% x 2% x 2" (6.8 x 6.4 x 6.4 cm)
Collection of the artist

A Box of Smile is a small, handheld box with a hinged lid that
opens to reveal a mirror on the bottom surface of the box. The
title of the work functions as a kind of instruction or score, and is
usually inscribed on the top or front of the box; the work is per-
formed by any viewer who smiles in surprise upon discovering the
mirror inside. For Ono, the box sometimes functioned as a kind of
“collection box,” or even a means by which to transport a smile
from one person to another; in this way, it could be seen as a posi-
tive inversion of the mythical Pandora’s box, the source of all
humankind’s sorrows and misfortunes.'

The work, which was produced in numerous materials and for
various occasions both public and private (fig. 7.17), is one of a
number of objects, texts, and films (no. 44) addressing a favorite
theme of Ono's—the act of smiling. It is very closely related to
Self Portrait (1965), a manila envelope containing a mirror, which
she assembled and distributed on her own and through Fluxus
(fig. 7.3).% In this prototypical work, Ono redefined the traditional
genre of self-portraiture, letting “self” stand for the viewer rather
than the maker, and thus reiterating her belief that everyone is
an artist.

IR

NOTES

1. Ono performed A Box of Smile with John Lennon and Mike Douglas during the
couple’s week-long appearance on Douglas’s talk show in February 1972.

2. In her self-published Ono’s Sales List of 1965, she advertised a work called “self
portrait,” available framed or unframed (see no. 37). The piece was also included
in some copies of the Maciunas-edited anthology Fluxus 1. See Hendricks, Fluxus
Codex (1988), 422.

OTHER VERSIONS

1968 platinum

Made as a gift for John Lennon. With sliding lid. Engraved on lid:
A BOX OF SMILE/FOR JOHN/YOKO ONO '68

1971 antique wood boxes

Produced by George Maciunas in conjunction with This Is Not
Here. Approximately six prepared, some with keys. With text:
A BOX OF SMILE YOKO ONO ‘71

1971 plastic

Produced by George Maciunas in conjunction with This Is Not
Here. Edition unlimited. In two color variations: white with gold
inscription and black with gold inscription. Another, possibly
unique, variation with transparent top, white bottom, and gold in-
scription was made by Maciunas around the same time. Engraved
on top of lid: A BOX OF SMILE Y.0. '71

1971 stainless steel

Edition of approx. 150. Engraved on front, some with personal-
ized dedication: A BOX OF SMILE/Y.O. ‘71
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FIGURE 7.17
A BOX OF SMILE,
VARIOUS VERSIONS

1989 bronze

First shown: 1989 The Bronze Age, Cranbrook Academy. Edition
of 25, each with a different patina. Stamped and numbered on
back; engraved on front: A BOX OF SMILE Y.O. ‘67

1992 cardboard
With fitted, lift-off lid, made in four colors: red, yellow, black, and
white. Inscribed on front: A BOX OF SMILE Y.0. ‘92

1997 bronze

Produced for private distribution as holiday gift. Edition of 35.
With blue and white patina in sky pattern. Engraved on front: A
BOX OF SMILE Y.0. ‘67; on back: XMAS '97 YOKO ONO

EXHIBITIONS: Beginning with 1971 This /s Not Here, Everson
Museum, various versions shown in many of Ono’s solo and group
exhibitions

LITERATURE: Hendricks, Fluxus Codex (1988), 422; McCormick,

Artforum (February 1989); Haskell, Arias and Objects (1991), 57;
lles, Have You Seen the Horizon Lately? exh. cat. (1997), 119-21

PLATE 22

A BOX OF SMILE, 1967






23 Glass Keys to Open the Skies, 1967

four glass keys in Plexiglas box with brass hinges
box: 7% x 10 x 1%" (19.1 x 25.4 x 3.8 cm); keys: I. 5" (12.7 cm)
Collection of the artist

Glass Keys to Open the Skies brings together two leitmotifs in
Ono's work: the sky and the key. The former was a comforting
presence for Ono during her family’s exile from wartime Tokyo:

| started to love just lying down on the tatami and watch-
ing the sky.... It was so high and bright that you felt faint
and exhilarated at the same time. Since then, all my life, |
have been in love with the sky. Even when everything was
falling apart around me, the sky was always there for
me.... As | told myself then,...I can never give up on life
as long as the sky is there.!

The sky came to represent timelessness, constancy, and unlimited
space in her work; the key has served as a metaphor for knowl-
edge, as well as desire.

Glass Keys to Open the Skies brings these themes together as a
box of keys designated for a job that is both unnecessary and
impossible: to unlock that which is already open but will always
remain out of reach. Our (and Ono’s) desire to possess that eter-
nal, constant, and infinite space is intense, but these keys—
made of fragile glass—are unsuitable for any but a conceptual,
or magical, unlocking.

JR

NOTES

1. Ono, "SKYTALK with love to Denmark” (1992) in Color, Fly, Sky, exh. cat.
(1992), 5.

OTHER VERSIONS
1964/1967 single key
With twine, tag. Inscription handwritten on tag: SKY No. 1

ca. 1967 eight glass keys
In Plexiglas box with brass hinges

1967-68 (winter) five single glass keys, each in knitted case
One in yellow knit case given to each member of the Beatles. One
additional, in white knit case, given to John Lennon

1971 single glass key

Designed and constructed by George Maciunas in conjunction with
This Is Not Here and included in Everson Catalogue Box
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1985 Seasons Boxes

First shown: 1985 Rain Dance, 292 Lafayette Street, New York.
Four Plexiglas boxes with single glass key inside. Inscribed on
front: A GLASS KEY /FOR WINTER [SPRING, SUMMER, FALL]/y.o.
'85. Shown with flashlight and handwritten instructions

1988 Keys to Open the Skies
First shown: 1989 Objects, Films, Whitney Museum. Edition of 9.
Four bronze keys, bronze plate

1992 A Key to Open a Faded Memory
Edition of 40, with 5 a.p. Foam heart with single glass key in
paper box

1992 A Key to Open a Universe

Planned edition of 350 (250 produced), part of Onobox. Glass key,
string, white paper tag with printed text: A key to open a uni-
verse./ Yoko Ono ‘92

1993 A Key to Open a Faded Memory

Three unique versions produced. Gold Murano glass key suspend-
ed in two-part block of clear Murano glass. Engraved on back: A
Key To Open A Faded Memory Y.O. 93

EXHIBITIONS: 1971 This Is Not Here, Everson Museum; 1989
Objects, Films, Whitney Museum; 1989 The Bronze Age,
Cranbrook Academy; 1990 In Facing, Riverside Studios; 1990
Insound/Instructure, Henie Onstad Arts Centre; 1990 Fumie,
Sogetsu Art Museum; 1990 To See the Skies, Fondazione
Mudima; 1991 Birch Monologue, Porin Taidemuseo; 1991 Peace!
Fridur! Reykjavik Municipal Art Museum; 1997 Have You Seen the
Horizon Lately? MOMA, Oxford

LITERATURE: lles, Have You Seen the Horizon Lately? exh. cat.
(1997), 56-57
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24 Three Spoons, 1967

four silver spoons, Plexiglas pedestal with brass plaque
engraved on plaque: THREE SPOONS/Y.0.'67

spoons: approx. 6" (15.2 cm) long (dimensions vary);
pedestal: 55 x 1% x 11%" (139.7 x 28.5 x 28.5 cm)
The Gilbert and Lila Silverman Fluxus Collection, Detroit

Ono's presentation of four spoons with the contradictory caption
“three’spoons” poses a Zen-like riddle about the relationship
between language, object, image, illusion, and reality. The artist
herself has said that the work is about “illusional beliefs, illusional
situations, illusional relationships. I've realized that the maps in
our minds have very little to do with reality.”! The paradox she
presents in this work recalls Magritte’s famous painting of a pipe
with the inscription “this is not a pipe,” which pointed out the ob-
vious truth that neither the image nor the name of a thing is the
thing itself. Three Spoons pushes this idea further by suggesting
that even the thing itself cannot necessarily be assumed to be the
thing itself. At a time when Minimalist and Conceptualist artists
were looking to both phenomenology and semiology as methods
through which to explore objects, Ono developed a view that em-
braced both. “I think it is possible to see a chair as it is,” she wrote
in 1966. “But when you burn the chair, you suddenly realize that
the chair in your head did not burn or disappear.”? On a more
personal level, Ono has said the work was for her “the flushing
out of a painful memory” and that the fourth, unnamed spoon
represents the extraneous, the unnoticed, and the missing—all
positions of emotional isolation.?

Though Ono has made several versions of this work, the format is
always the same: four matching spoons lying unfixed on a Plexiglas
pedestal with a brass label. Since its first presentation in 1967, the
spoons have been replaced at least once, probably due to loss or
damage. As with Duchamp’s Readymades, which also were recon-
structed and replicated many times, our inability to freeze the
work in time or space only underlines its conceptual basis.

JR

NOTES
1. Ono, e-mail to author, September 1999.
2. 0no, "To the Wesleyan People” (1966; Anthology 14).

3. Ono, e-mail to author, September 1999. The loss implicit in Three Spoons is
made poignantly explicit in the 1988 bronze Four Spoons: three spoons alongside
an empty, spoon-shaped depression.
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OTHER VERSIONS

1970

First shown: 1970 Fluxfest Presentation John Lennon & Yoko Ono
+: Blue Room, New York. Sign reads: 3 spoons

1988 bronze (fig. 7.18)
First shown: 1989 Objects, Films, Whitney Museum. Edition of 9.
Entitled: Four Spoons. Engraved: FOUR SPOONS Y.O. 88

EXHIBITIONS: 1967 Yoko Ono at Lisson, Lisson Gallery; 1971 This
Is Not Here, Everson Museum; 1989 Objects, Films, Whitney
Museum; 1989 The Bronze Age, Cranbrook Academy; 1990 /In
Facing, Riverside Studios; 1990 Insound/Instructure, Henie Onstad
Arts Centre; 1990 Fumie, Sogetsu Art Museum; 1990 To See the
Skies, Fondazione Mudima; 1991 Birch Monologue, Porin
Taidemuseo; 1991 Peace! Fridur! Reykjavik Municipal Art Museum

VISUAL DOCUMENTATION: probably 1967, photo by unknown
photographer, pub. Hendricks, Fluxus Codex (1988)

LITERATURE: Benedikt, Art and Artists (January 1972); Hendricks,
Fluxus Codex (1988), 424-25; Haskell, Objects, Films, exh.
brochure (1989), 4; Haskell, Arias and Objects (1991), 58

FIGURE 7.18
FOUR SPOONS, 1988

PLATE 24
THREE SPOONS, 1967






25 White Chess Set, 1966

(originally known as Chess Set)

wood chess table, two wood chairs, wood chess set, all

painted white

engraved on brass plate on table underside: CHESS SET FOR PLAY-
ING AS LONG AS YOU CAN REMEMBER WHERE ALL YOUR PIECES
ARE YOKO ONO 1966

table: 28% x 24 x 24" (72 x61 x 61 cm)

Hahn Collection Museum Moderner Kunst, Vienna

An avid chess player, Ono has made numerous objects based on a
1966 concept for an all-white chess set. Her simple alteration—
painting the board and pieces a uniform white—derails any ordi-
nary play of the game according to traditional rules. Instead, the
players lose track of their pieces as the game progresses; ideally
this leads to a shared understanding of their mutual concerns and
a new relationship based on empathy rather than opposition.
Peace is then attained on a small scale; perhaps the rules will even
be revised so that the game can continue. While White Chess Set
is of course closely related to Ono's consistent and varied activities
toward the attainment of world peace, its one-on-one scenario is
consistent with her wish that her work encourage each of us first
to “deal with oneself.”!

The first version of this piece was made for Ono’s 1966 Indica
Gallery exhibition and titled simply Chess Set. It consisted of a
table whose surface was a chessboard made of alternating raised
squares, a set of chess pieces, and two chairs, everything painted
white. An accompanying sign attached to the table instructed
viewers to play. Subsequent realizations of the concept, beginning
with the 1987 bronze version made as a tribute to John Cage on

-
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his seventy-fifth birthday, were entitled Play It By Trust, a phrase FIGURE 7.19

that points toward the benefits (and difficulty) of recognizing our WHITE CHESS SET,

mutual interdependence. 1966. INSTALLATION
VIEW, EVERSON

Ono's interest in chess is contextually linked to that of Fluxus men- MUSEUM OF ART,

tor Marcel Duchamp, who in the 1920s announced his withdrawal SYRACUSE, 1971

from art-making to pursue his passion for chess. Some Fluxus
artists dealt with the game in their works; Ono herself conceived
several variant objects, including a “game of go, all transparent,”
a "game of chess with no queen—that must be imagined,”? and
a chess set in which the pieces were hidden inside identical indi-
vidual containers.? None of these appear to have been realized.
JR

NOTES

Plate 25 documents White Chess Set as it appeared in 1966, Sometime between
then and 1978, when it entered the collection of the Museum Moderner Kunst,
Vienna, many of the chess pieces were lost. In its current state, the work includes
only pawns and rooks

1. Ono, “To the Wesleyan People” (1966; Anthology 14)

2. See Ono, unpublished notes for Indica exhibition, collection of the artist.
Ono dates her idea for the transparent game of go (Japanese board game with
black and white stones) to 1962, just after her return to Japan (e-mail to author,
October 1999).

3. Hendricks, Fluxus Codex (1988), 421.
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PLATE 25

WHITE CHESS SET, 1966
DETAIL: INSTALLATION
VIEW, INDICA GALLERY,
LONDON, 1966
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OTHER VERSIONS

1970 All White Chess Set

Proposed edition of 20. Acrylic on wood. Published by Bag
Productions, Ascot, England. Pocket version in proposed unlimited
edition also produced

1987 Play It By Trust (bronze)
First shown: Tribute to John Cage, Carl Solway Gallery. Edition of
8. Engraved on chessboard: PLAY IT BY TRUST YOKO ONO

1990 Play It By Trust (floor version)
First shown: 1990 En Trance, Randers Kunstmuseum. Plywood
board with plastic pieces

1991 Play It By Trust (fig. 7.20)

First shown: 1991 Social Sculpture, Vrej Baghoomian Gallery.
Ten chess sets, one table, twenty chairs, framed text. Inscribed
on silver plaques: PLAY IT BY TRUST YO ‘66-'91

1992 Play It By Trust
First shown: 1992 Excellent, Malmé Kunsthalle. Made
of cardboard

1994 Play It By Trust (garden version)

Installed at the artist's country home. Cast concrete and marble
dust. Variation dated 1999 installed at Longhouse Reserve,
Easthampton, New York

1997 Play It By Trust (fig. 7.21)

First shown: 1997 En Trance—Ex It, Lonja del Pescado, Alicante.
Six chess sets, six tables, twelve Hoffman-style chairs. Variation
dated 1996 in the artist's collection, chess set with antique table;
also a few other variations with old furniture

1997 Play It By Trust
First shown: 1997 Have You Seen the Horizon Lately? MOMA,
Oxford. Chess set, table, two chairs, painted wood

1998 Play It By Trust
First shown: 1998 Crickets, Serge Ziegler Galerie. Chess set, table
with built-in board, two chairs, painted wood

1998 Play It By Trust
First shown: 1998 Wish Trees for Brazil, Teatro Nacional, Brasilia.
Six chess sets, six oval tables, twelve chairs, painted wood

1999 Play It By Trust

First shown: 1999 Codex, Roskilde Museum. Chess set, table, two
chairs, painted wood. Inscribed on silver plaques: PLAY IT BY
TRUST YO ‘66-'99

138 EARLY OBJECTS

EXHIBITIONS: 1966 Yoko at Indica, Indica Gallery; 1971 This Is Not
Here, Everson Museum; 1972 Documenta 5

VISUAL DOCUMENTATION: 1966, photo by lain Macmillan, pub.
Yoko at Indica, exh. cat. (1972)

LITERATURE: Museum Moderner Kunst: Sammlung Hahn (1979),
n.p.; Hendricks, Fluxus Codex (1988), 421; McCormick, Artforum
(February 1989); Haskell, Arias and Objects (1991), 138;
Concannon, Fly, exh. cat. (1996), 15; Rico Lacasa, En Trance—Ex
It, exh. cat. (1997), 40, 42; lles, Have You Seen the Horizon Lately?
exh. cat. (1997), 96-98; Rico Lacasa, Wish Trees for Brazil, exh. cat
(1998), 18, 20

FIGURE 7.20

PLAY IT BY TRUST, 1991,
INSTALLATION VIEW,
VREJ BAGHOOMIAN
GALLERY, NEW YORK,
1991
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FIGURE 7.21

PLAY IT BY TRUST,
1997. INSTALLATION
VIEW, LONJA DEL
PESCADO, ALICANTE,
1997

FIGURE 7.22

ONO PLAYING CHESS ON
PLAY IT BY TRUST,
1997




26 AMAZE, 1971

Plexiglas, toilet, wood
8x16x 16'(243.8 x487.6 x 487.6 cm)
original disassembled

AMAZE was designed and built for Ono’s 1971 retrospective at
the Everson Museum. Her old friend, Fluxus “chairman” George
Maciunas, collaborated with Ono on this and other works in the
show.! It was a 16-foot-square structure made of clear Plexiglas.
The center cubicle—where a visitor arrived if he or she “solved”
the maze—was constructed of one-way-mirror-finish Plexiglas.
Occupants of the cubical could see out in all directions, but were
mostly invisible to viewers on the outside. This central cubicle con-
tained a toilet.?2

To date, AMAZE is the physical culmination of Ono’s long-standing
interest in light as a sculptural material that is intangible, tempo-
ral, and colorless. The first published ideas date to 1965 and
include a group of architectural ideas dedicated to Maciunas,

who had studied architecture at Carnegie Institute of Technology,
Pittsburgh. One of them reads, in part:

Build a house

with walls which come into existence
only with the particular prism effect
created by the sunset

If necessary, some walls or parts of
the walls can be made of material other
than light®

The first physical manifestation related to these ideas appeared in
1966. Parts of Light House, comprising small prismlike pieces

of Plexiglas displayed in a mound on a Plexiglas pedestal, was
shown at Indica Gallery along with the related work Painting to
Let the Evening Light Go Through (no. 8). AMAZE adds a layer

of meaning with its partially enclosed, but not private, space of
the toilet. The predicament of being simultaneously hidden and
utterly exposed links AMAZE with the 1971 Plexiglas box Hide Me
(fig. 7.7), as well as with Ono's infamous performance event Bag
Piece (no. 31).

In addition to its connection to Fluxus environments by Maciunas,
Ay-0, and others, AMAZE must be seen in the context of a more
generalized interest among artists during the 1960s in labyrinths,
corridors, and other (often disorienting) architectural structures.*
However, the pun in this work’s title (along with its undeniable re-
semblance to a funhouse) signals a certain lightheartedness on
the artist's part, and suggests that she was less interested in ex-
ploring the mechanics of perception and physical orientation than
in provoking a transformative psychological experience.

JR
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NOTES

1. Maciunas also constructed two other environment works for Ono, both titled
Portrait of John Lennon as a Young Cloud. The first, made for the 1970 event
Fluxfest Presentation of John Lennon & Yoko Ono +, was a maze consisting of a
series of “trick” doors that visitors made their way through. The second, built for
the Everson exhibition, was a wall of drawers and cupboards, all empty save one
that contained a microscope labeled “John’s smile.” See Hendricks, Fluxus Codex
(1988), 129, 422

2. The toilet was used as a motif by Ono in performances of the early 1960s,
including her 1961 c<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>