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YOKO ONO

Have you seen the horizon lately?

4 April - 30 May 1998
YOKO ONO played a central role in the shaping of the New York, London and Tokyo avant-gardes during the 1960s. Her work has included performance, film, paintings, objects, conceptual pieces, sound, avant-garde music and writing. Yoko Ono made her first work at the Museum of Modern Art in 1966 when she made use of Space Place, a utopian installation by sculptors Maurice Agis and Peter Jones, to stage performances and dance. The current exhibition presents a survey of the diversity and depth of her work over a period of thirty eight years. She continues in her most recent work to address issues of participation, sexual politics and the everyday.

Yoko Ono was born in Tokyo in 1933. From an early age she trained in Western classical music and, in her teens, in opera and lieder. As a child she moved with her parents to America, returning to Japan during the Second World War. She later studied music, poetry and philosophy in Japan and America.

In the early 1960s, Ono had been associated with a group of avant-garde musicians, visual artists, dancers and poets who later became known as Fluxus. Fluxus was a loose grouping of artists, musicians and poets who were inspired by the Dadaists, Marcel Duchamp, certain aspects of Russian Constructivism and the radical musical experiments of John Cage. Since 1939, Cage had begun to incorporate everyday sounds and silence into works which also demanded the active participation of the audience. Individually and together, the Fluxus artists set out to challenge conventional definitions of what art could be. Taking Cage's example, they performed pieces which utilised single actions and daily phenomena that had come to be taken for granted. They deliberately sought to dissolve the distinction between art and life.

Yoko Ono's entry to this mode of practice came through music. Following her marriage in 1956 to the modernist composer Toshi Ichiyanagi she continued living in New York. She subsequently became closely involved with key figures of the New York avant-garde, including Cage, Merce Cunningham, Nam June Paik, Yvonne Rainer, George Maciunas, the animating force of Fluxus, and Charlotte Moorman. Her absorption of their ideas enabled her to take a central place in the surge of proto-Fluxus events which began in New York in the latter part of 1960.

Ono's loft at 112 Chambers Street provided the first forum for Fluxus. With La Monte Young, she organised a series of concerts, performances and lectures which became known informally as 'The Chambers Street Series'. The series included presentations by Young, Henry Flynt and Robert Morris. The presence in their audiences of, among others, Marcel Duchamp and Max Ernst revealed the legacy of the exiled pre-War European avant-gardes.

The work of Fluxus artists shared a number of characteristics. In common with them, Ono divided her output between visual and performance arts and the latter developed into diverse amalgamations of visual phenomena, movement and sound. Similarly, Ono's performances set aside traditional aesthetic conventions in an attempt to challenge viewers' assumptions about art. She employed straightforward, task-oriented activities in a way which ran parallel to the exploration of commonplace gestures by the modern dance community.

Though Ono owed a debt to Cage, her intentions differed from his. Whereas Cage used chance and participation to awaken his audiences to their involvement with music-making, Ono's aim was to turn their attention inward to focus on the stillness of the self. This notion was closely related to the meditative practice of Zen Buddhism, a Japanese school of 12th century Chinese origin which taught that contemplation of one's essential nature to the exclusion of all else was the only way of achieving pure enlightenment. In her performance work, Cut Piece, first performed in 1964, Ono sat onstage as members of the audience cut off pieces of her clothing until she was almost naked. Works such as this posed uncomfortable questions about the nature of violation and violence and challenged conventional assumptions about morality.

In the winter of 1960-61, Ono began a series of paintings and objects which introduced Cage's inclusive approach to music into the visual arts and brought object and event together into an evolving organic whole. These works were originally expressed as written instructions to be performed. They often included a transgressive element or one which focused attention on an action or phenomenon by asking the viewer to think of it differently, to do something which went against conventional practice or behaviour. The instructions for Painting to Be Stepped On were: "Leave a piece of canvas on the floor or in the snow". This defined a surface and structure for the work and left its particular visual outcome and content to chance and to the participation of the people who walked over it.

The uncertainty and anxiety generated by the unexpected and unconventional recurs in a recent work, Horizontal Memory (1997). Here the enlarged photographic images of unidentified women from the nineteenth century are placed on the floor directly in the path of visitors to the exhibition. The visitor is faced with the dilemma of whether to walk over or skirt around them. In Vertical Memory (1997), distorted photographic images of an unidentified man are set sequentially above texts which relate to a lifetime of personal encounters with male figures, such as the father, the teacher and the doctor.

Other objects and paintings from the early 1960s operated in a different way. For example, Painting to See the Room Through (1961) consisted of a canvas with a pinhole in the centre through which the viewer looked at the room beyond. This and other similar works shared a characteristic of her performance scripts in attempting to focus the viewer's attention on the essence of what a thing or phenomenon was by removing distractions. However, the puzzle remained. The painting, so often presented as a cultural reflector of or insight into life, became the means through which we concentrated our vision of the surroundings which we took for granted.

Ono exhibited some of these early pieces in the summer of 1961 at George Maciunas's AG Gallery in New York but, with this exception, confined herself to performance pieces between 1961 and 1966. In 1966 she took part in the Destruction in Art Symposium in London, a conference of about fifty artists who included John Latham, Gustav Metzger, Ralph Ortiz, Hermann Nitsch and Gunther Brus. However, whereas many artists saw destruction as a cathartic act, Ono saw it as a necessary prerequisite for healing. The act of walking on a painting, the symbol of Western language and power, was intended not only to demolish that power but to encourage the participant to re-evaluate hislher experience of painting and its significance.

Ritual, often allied to humour, had been a key element in Ono's work since the early 1960s. Ritual, formal or circumstantial, gives meaning in the everyday environment. Painting to Hammer a Nail (1961, lower gallery) upset conventional expectations by inviting viewers to knock nails into a white wooden 'canvas'. Cleaning Piece (lower gallery), shown at the Indica Gallery in 1966, instructed the visitor to use a white cloth to clean a dark perspex box. In pieces such as this, the economic and terse instruction, "Clean it", opens up complex possibilities for meaning in a routine action which seemed not only straightforward and mundane. In others, such as Pointedness (1964), a more extended text stated: "This sphere will become a sharp point when it gets to the far side of the room in your mind." Was it the imaginative potential of the human mind or an innate, sentient property of the object which could confound logic?

The search for balance and unity is a central tenet of Zen philosophy. The acknowledgement of its absence is a repeated feature of Ono's work. For example, half-a-room (small gallery downstairs), made in 1967, presented a domestic bedroom in which only half of every object and piece of furniture is present - or absent. Works such as this invite questions about the nature and experience of reality and memory.

During the 1960s, Ono, George Maciunas, Robert Morris and Robert Smithson amongst others used the device of the maze or labyrinth as powerful symbols of levelling or disorientation. In these systems, discrepancies of status and power are nullified as the only qualification for success became the ability to operate creatively within them. As with most puzzles, the solution often only offers further conundrum and ambiguity. In Ono's AMAZE (1971, lower gallery) the transparent perspex sheets from which it is constructed accumulate, from the outside, a visual density which is only relieved by moving through the maze, layer by layer, until the centre is reached. This metaphor for the journey of life contains at its

centre an ambigUOus8erhaps not entirely disappointing, toilet bowl. Like the Sufi story of The Conference of the Birds, the message seems to be that the meaning of life is not to be found in some holy grail but in the journey itself.

Ono's films share similar characteristics to those of her songs, performances and objects. She uses media and materials to focus attention on how and what we see. Taking the human body as her central concern, she explores the properties of film

as an image-recording medium, the camera as an instrument for observation that is both detached and mediated and the end product, the film, as a manipulated, composed and value-laden construction.

Bottoms (1966) consists of a sequence of close-up moving images of naked male and female bottoms. The film is framed and edited so that the screen is entirely filled with one bottom after another. Attention is concentrated on a particular aspect of the human body using serial repetition to highlight the similarities and differences between anatomies. In Rape (1968/69) a cameraman and sound recordist relentlessly pursue and film a young woman, despite her objections and protestations. The piece explores not only the invasion of privacy, but also our conceptions of violation and abuse. Fly (1970) turns the body into landscape, as the camera uses the insect's flight to explore the nature and scale of a naked female body.

The strand of Ono's feminism present in many of the works described above is also seen in some of her most recent conceptual photographic pieces which explore the complex relationship women have to male power and authority. Portrait of Nora (1997) is a computer-manipulated self-portrait whose title refers to the liberated character in Ibsen's play, A Ool/'s House. By pixillating and blurring and the image of her face, Ono points once more to the paradoxes which permeate the everyday. The image is both a metaphor for female survival against the odds, for strength of spirit in adversity.

Yoko Ono: Have you seen the horizon lately? is a Museum of Modern Art Oxford Touring exhibition curated by Chrissie lies. Telephone Piece for Edinburgh is sponsored by BT.
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