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The Birth of Okamoto Taro
The Paris Years

Okamoto Taro was the son of Okamoto Ippei, a popular manga arfist, and his wife
Kanoko, a famed poet, novelist, and Buddhist scholar. Okamoto’s sense of self as
an arfist was shaped by his mother and father's electric personalifies. Six months
after enrolling in the Tokyo School of Fine Arts (now Tokyo University of the Arts)
in 1930, the 18-year-old Okamoto set off on a frip to Paris with his parents. Hopin:
10 shed the skin of Japan and become a citizen of the world,” * Okamoto st
on alone in France. He spent the next ten years, until 1940, in the c
cultural vortex, coming into contact with the latest avant-garde
ideology.

While beginning his student life, Okamoto was deej
painting he saw at a gallery in the early summe
1932). In 1933, when Okamoto was 22,
Absiraction-Création, a group of arti
various angles, ranging from
Surrealism, and works by pai
Jean Arp. Gradually, h
along with the Swi
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1o Nazi Germany.As
, and for the next four years
ina before being imprisoned
charge from the army in 1946,
okyo had been burned down in the
'ad made in Europe. To make up for lost
elf into his artistic activities. While primarily
ssociation exhibition, Okamoto formed two
vant-garde Art Study Group and the Society of
m, a concept that became synonymous with the artist.
ant-garde arfists had a duty to simultaneously emphasize
d conflicts of both sides of the modern spirit
act painting and the irrationalism of Surrealism—while g
hermore, in painfing, antithetical elements such as the organic
abstract and figurative, stillness and motion, and beauty and
rise fo intense discord when they are torn asunder without harmony
alongside each other in a single picture.” *
ish color schemes and frequent use of primary colors were
ion against Japanese art, which was conspicuous for its gray
constantly challenging affitude contained the potential
ion. Okamovo s 1954 book Today’s Art, in which he
artistic values,became a best seller. His
d not be good. It should not be beautiful. It
mpact ongeneral readers.
orks as a reaction to current events
econstruction and modernization
Men Aflame [225] contained
S near Bikini Atoll the

ith motifs related

*Avantgarde Ar, 1950
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some earthenware from the Jomon Period at the
Tokyo Nati onsidered these forms to be an expression of
vitality. This experience led Okamoto fo oppose the
apanese culture epitomized by concepts such as
e also began fo discuss the lineage of “another
scended the past while resonating with the constantly
it of the present.
oo wrofe a series of magazine aricles titled Topography
ere based on his fravels around the country and the
s that he had studied in Paris. In 1962, he also published
s folkloric events held on sacred mountains and ofher sites
Okamoto’s experience of moving foward mysticism after
al view of modernism during his time in Paris in the ’ 305
is efforts examine indigenous practices and making confact with
While displaying a strong inferest in shamanism, a means of
g with an invisible realm, Okamoto engaged in fieldwork that
all of Japan, from Tohoku fo Okinawa, and many other parts of the
ding Mexico and Korea, and left countless photographic footprints of

ound the time of these frips, beginning in the ' 60s, Okamoto began fo
paintings with undulating black lines that nearly covered the works.This
ment was in part due fo the influence of magical art but might also be
a response fo Art Informel, a global art trend of the late * 50s that
sed with forms and accentuated the gesture of painting. It was also during
period that Okamoto carried out practical studies such as replacing Sanskrit
acters with painted lines, and exploring the potential of fusing calligraphy with
stract expressions. While displaying these works, which had been deprived of
oncrete meaning, Okamoto, who had declared that “art was a kind of sorcery,”
said that the arfistic act was not based on a shared value judgment. Rather, it was
an act of gambling on something that only he could understand. And even if art
was an incomprehensible “spell that is only effective on me, once it begins fo fake
effect, it overturns society from its roofs.” *

* “The Birth of Sorcery,” 1964
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Art among the Masses

d

In addition fo p ing new g
which Okamoto Taro began fo convey his work fo a wider audience
world. Proclaiming that “my occupation is human being,” and de:
of specialization based on a division of labor, Okamoto expan
activities while interacting with creators from other fields. In 1
the Institute of Ethtefic Research as a base for exploring the
arts.

It was during this period that Okamoto became invol
pursued for the rest of his life. Although he sold
reason for this was that if someone else owned
longer be able fo show it. To Okamoto, art w
forms of mass media—something that sho
the masses. His public arts, which even
around the country, was the embodi
begun to be industrially produ
technique of connecting wi
the Nihombashi Takashi

ating countless

o also served as a
as the Japan Design
ement, one of the more
designed characters for the
fal-effects movie. It is also worth
s with the masses in mind such as
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Two Suns
Tower of the Sun and Myth of Tomorrow

In 1967, Okamoto was asked to produce a pavilion that would clearly embody the
oncept of “Progress and Harmony for Mankind,” the overall theme of the Japan
Id Exposition (Expo’ 70), which was held three years later. Okamoto devised a
“mandala-ike cosmos” consisting of a three-layered structure in which the
esent, and future would resonate with each other on the sprawling expo
Kenzo, the head of the architectural team, accepted this proposal and

anchor facility fopped with a huge roof that would cover the whole of

bol zone.” Seeing this, Okamoto intuitively felt the need for an

at would counteract the rational modern architecture. This led fo

of the Sun [51], a “fearsome idol” with a height of some 70

e building’s horizontally expansive roof. Okamoto saw the

expo’ stheme: “In contrast to modernism, which stresses

ould silently thrust through the absolute sense of

moto was pouring his energy into another large
pection four of the expo site the day affer he

o traveled to Mexico to visit a hotel where

While moving forward with preparations

wide mural, tiled Myth of Tomorrow

ever, as the hotel went bankrupt

for many years until it was

o City. It was subsequently

bol of the station. In the

radioactive flames.

with detailed sketche

*1 Festival,” 1970
*2 My Modern Art, 1963
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Earth is this?”
Okamoto’s “avant
as someone who
unlikeability, ” and to
that are believed to be d
headlong into the masse:
art world. Making the best o
means of countering politics
to “stoke the fires within you wi
On the other hand, apart fro
in his later years. Despite this,
studio after the artist's death, demo
stopped exploring the medium. With
convey the fact that even after the age
theme of faces and masks, which had
Recent studies have also revealed that ma
of works made in the * 50s that subsequentl
that he had no other alternative in life than to
challenging with each passing moment,” *? it
new life in the present moment rather than the
years are an intersection between the opposites
death. In the last book Okamoto published during
with intensity is always premised on death. Confronti
for the first time.” *4
*1,3 "Polar Opposites,” 1979
*2, 4 | Have Poison Inside of Me, 1993




