


with traditional Japanese ways of handling space. 
In the interests of time , I will keep my remarks brief. I have in-

terviewed artists who were involved with the New Art Movement 
of the 1970s in Indonesia and the Star group who carried out a 
Dadaistic movement in China, and I found that they think of the 
Dada movement of the 1920s as something of contemporary rele-
vance to themselves . It is difficult to get data on every artist , but I 
think most would say som ething similar. 

So why, then , do installations reflect indigenous, regional 
qualities so strongly? It is a fact that the artists often use natural 
materials indigenous to their region and there is a festive sense of 
local religion or ritual in many of the works. However, this is 
simply a consequence that follows from the installation approach. 
There is no basis for the idea that the format of the installation , as 
such, grew out of internal necessity in Asian cultures. Also, it is 
not a direct return to ethnic traditions. The word installation - and 
I do not mean to develop a theory of installations here - is in a 
sense a versatile catchall , covering ail ambiguous forms of ex-
pression which do not fit into specific genres. This method inher-
ently makes it easier to flexibly incorporate ethnic and traditional 
elements than do genres with stricter limits like painting and 
sculpture . Therefore, if installations are samples of multicultural-
ism in art, this is simply a result of using this method. The 
method itself needs to be considered as one approach available to 
contemporary art that belongs to our time and has many contem-
porary features. 

I have chosen to discuss installations as an example of a prob-
lem I see in multiculturalism. Originally, multiculturalism is a 
way of thinking that actively affirms diversity and resists the uni-
fication of cultures. Fundamentally , it implies tolerance and seeks 
to expand the possibilities of communication. 

However , the claims of multiculturalism as applied to Asia and 
the Third World, as I have stated repeatedly, make indigenity an 
inviolable essence with absolutist and religious overtones. This 
view tends to make the cultural differences between Asia and the 
West absolute and runs the risk of fabricating differences that do 
not exist. Unfortunately , this sanctification of indigenous quali-
ties is in a sense very easy to accept because it appeals to a naive 
sense of justice . 

Let me give another example that goes back in time a bit. 
Some multicuituralists point to Cubism as a classic case of colo-
nialist exploitation of primitive art. And when one thinks about it, 
there is some truth to this claim. Picasso was inspired by African 
masks , but he had no interest in their background or cultural 
meaning. He did not know which tribe used a particular mask or 
whether it was used in a religious ritual or festival or in everyday 
life. The influence he accepted was purely formal. Most likely, he 
was not even interested in knowing where it came from in Africa . 

A rhetorical criticism of cultural exploitation seems to be justi-
fied by these facts. And the moral that is drawn , appealing to a 
na"ive sense of ju stice , is that any kind of understanding other 
than the understanding of things within their original cultural 
context cannot be allowed. However , should the Cubists ' behav-
ior be criticized in terms of true multiculturalism , a multicultural-
ism that promotes tolerance and better communication ? An eth-

noiogist might be able to understand the original context of a cul-
tural object, but if the same moral requirement were made of ail 
artists and viewers of art (even including curators), it would be-
come almost impossible, in the real world , to make any sort of 
reference to another culture. Artists are inherently unable to ac-
cept everything in other cultures, so what at first seems like good 
morals leads in the end to a breaking off of communication. 

If multiculturalism is seen as a philosophy of tolerant cultural 
relativism, we should accept the inspiration that Picasso received 
as a form of communication. For example , we Japanese regard 
the green and white ceiadon of the Yi dynasty in Korea as very 
beautiful , but in many cases we know nothing of this period of 
Korean history. We may not know whether it was used by the 
court or as everyday ware by the common people, but we are cer-
tain of its beauty. Even if we do not see it with the same eyes as 
the people of the Korean peninsula , we are able to appreciate the 
beauty of something they also consider extremely beautiful. The 
same thing might be said of the way people of other countries 
view Japanese ukiyo-e prints. 

Unless we can share our joyous responses · to art , if we do not 
find positive delight in the art of others, then cultural exchanges 
become an onerous duty . It is an amazing fact that we can share 
delight in the same objects while retaining completely different 
standards of value , and I think we should have faith in this possi-
bility. 

An exhibition of Asian modern art is currently being held at 
the Tokyo Metropolitan Teien Art Museum. I visited it yesterday 
just before the symposium, and there I saw Cubist works made in 
Thailand , Indonesia , and the Philippines during the 1950s. This 
was a Cubism that appeared a half century late , since the original 
emerged around 19 I 0, but I found it especially interesting that 
these artists took their inspiration from the analytic period of cub-
ism. 

The difference was that Picasso's and Braque ' s paintings dur-
ing their analytic phase were monochromatic. The Cubist paint-
ings I saw yesterday , painted in Asian countries during the 1950s, 
were remarkable for their brilliant color. I do not think this repre-
sents a misunderstanding or mistake in interpretation, however, 
but rather one of the possibilities of communication. There is a 
definite influence here , and it is one form or possibility of cul-
tural interpretation. I think we should accept this. If not, we are 
led to the harsh conclusion that these artists misunderstood Cub-
ism and that their foolish mistake is a result of being poisoned by 
Western culture . 

Such a view would suggest that artists should pursue only the 
forms of expression belonging to their own ethnic background, 
that they should not do their creative work under weakened influ-
ences on the margins of Western culture. However , I think this 
sort of thing should be tolerated. If the inspiration Picasso re-
ceived from African masks can be accepted as a form of commu-
nication , the reverse case should also be valid. 

Therefore, while cultural interpretation is certainly difficult , its 
very difficulty makes it that much more important for us to face, 
as an unending task that we nevertheless have to perform. For ail 
curators , myself included , I think it will always be a highly stimu-
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