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“Vision and the Avant-garde — the case of post 3.11 interpretations

of the work of Tetsumi Kudo”
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Tetsumi Kudo (1935-90) was a leading figure of the Japanese ‘anti-Art’ avant-garde
movement of the early 1960s. From 1962 he relocated to Paris where he became active on

the European scene.

In the late sixties, images of deathly human figures suffering the effects of nuclear-based
environmental destruction appeared in his work. Stemming from this work, and the
extraordinary post-3.11 discourse within Japan, Kudo has come to be regarded as an artistic
pioneer foretelling nuclear disaster and the failure of contemporary civilization. The early
works of this avant-garde artist have undergone a significant reappraisal from a recent
perspective. Of course, there is nothing especially unusual about an artist or his works
returning to the spotlight in response to events or change. In fact, it is possible to think of art
history as a series of such re-evaluations. However, there are some issues concerning this
particular re-evaluation. Once the artist’s vision became reality, we can say that reality has
overtaken the avant-garde. In regarding Kudo as a critic of the current situation, we are able
to criticise the present through his work, but the work itself does not attract any new

interpretations.

In this presentation, I revisit and analyse the artist’s own words from that time, and discuss
his work from this base. What I aim to stress is that Kudo’s human images were not merely
victims of contemporary civilization (environmental pollution), but they suggest the
possibility of coexistence and hint at change in the human form. Using this as a starting

point, it now becomes possible to interpret Kudo’s work in light of current developments.



