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The Social Dimensions of Public Art

Naoki TAKEDAV
[Abstract]

In the 1950s, numerous nude statues—referred to in this paper as "Statues of Peace"—were installed in public
spaces throughout Japan. Although these works aimed to express postwar ideologies such as pacifism, they
retained characteristics similar to prewar bronze statues. While bronze statues typically depicted identifiable
historical figures and served to glorify nationalism and militarism, the "Statues of Peace" featured anonymous
figures and celebrated pacifism. Bronze statues were predominantly clothed male figures, whereas "Statues of
Peace" were often nude female figures. Both were commonly placed atop elevated pedestals, and in some cases,
pedestals originally made for prewar bronze statues were repurposed for postwar installations. In this sense, both
types shared the clear attributes of monuments.

From the 1960s to the 2000s, local governments across Japan invested public funds in large-scale sculpture
installation projects. Ostensibly, these projects aimed to improve urban environments, promote culture, and
stimulate tourism. However, they shared essential characteristics with similar initiatives in Western countries
during the Cold War: namely, the creation of liberalist monuments to counteract the communist monuments such
as Lenin and Stalin statues widely erected in the Soviet Union. In the USSR, abstract expression was banned and
individual artistic freedom was severely restricted. Thus, artworks created through personal, autonomous
expression came to symbolize liberalism. Yet paradoxically, artists were socially compelled to produce works based
on personal freedom that did not necessarily contribute to society. These public artworks, while intended to be
autonomous, were in fact socially mandated to be so—rendering them not truly autonomous.

Against this backdrop, the public art projects initiated by art director Fram Kitagawa from 1994 onward
significantly advanced the social autonomy of public art, distinguishing them from those commissioned by local
governments. This was achieved through Kitagawa’s successful implementation of various strategies aimed at
removing or diminishing the monumentality inherent in public art.

Meanwhile, public art installed by corporations, which has continued since the 1950s, gradually evolved into
monuments of capitalism. During the Cold War, liberalism, democracy, and capitalism were intertwined, but
following the Cold War’s end and the rise of China, liberalism and democracy became decoupled from capitalism,
giving rise to capitalist monuments—a trend that became evident in the 2010s.

Finally, murals created through legalized graffiti since the 2010s represent a fundamentally different form of
public art. Unlike previous public artworks, which were produced by elite artists selected through institutional
frameworks and often bore authoritarian characteristics, these murals are autonomously realized by street artists.
They offer creators the opportunity to produce public art independently, embodying a democratic nature.

In summary, this paper examines the social dimensions of public art in postwar Japan. The nation’s ideological
transitions—from pacifism to liberalism, capitalism, and democracy—are reflected in the evolution of its public

art.
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