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Tanaka Atsuko and the Circles of Subjectivity


This essay considers Tanaka Atsuko’s (1932-2005) personal and artistic negotiation of a particular set of circumstances in the immediate postwar period in Japan: namely, the overwhelming industrial transformation of Osaka, the ambiguous social status of women at the time, and Tanaka’s ambivalent relationship to female subjectivity.  Specifically, I examine her pivotal performance piece, Electric Dress (1956), as an interrogation of surface and selfhood that raises questions about the status of the female artist in 1950’s Japan.  Electric Dress was fashioned from round and elliptical bulbs that illuminated spectacularly and generated tremendous amounts of heat.  This arresting piece propelled Tanaka’s work to the forefront of the Gutai Art Association’s (Gutai Bijutsu Kyōkai 具体美術協会) collective production and sparked her career as a recognized solo artist in the international scene.


The captivating quality of Electric Dress was due in no small measure to the marked tension it created between the sphere of techno-spectacle and the vulnerable human body. The adornment of the physical form was a barrage  the senses — the incandescent brightness of Electric Dress hazing or blinding vision, its mass limiting mobility, its sound impeding hearing, its immensity overwhelming, and its heat barring touch. The double-edged nature of this performance piece is evident in the frivolity of costume and neon spectacle juxtaposed with the production of heat and looming physical threat.  Electric Dress, I argue, can be interpreted as a vivid cloak that shrouds the artist-subject while simultaneously testing the limits of the self through elements of risk. Further, Tanaka’s piece explored subjectivity as a constructed process reliant on visual signifiers, bodily performance and the fluid context of industrialization, urbanization, and the encroachment of technology into ever-more corners of people’s everyday lives. Through a brief consideration of the art and visual culture circulating in Japan during the production of Electric Dress, as well as a close analysis of the work itself, I argue that Tanaka’s oeuvre speaks to an interest in surface materiality that questions the fixity of the individualized subject.
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