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The World of Collage: Toshiko Okanoue and Surrealism in Japan

Kyoko JIMBO

In the 1950s, the artist Toshiko Okanoue burst upon the Japanese art
scene like a comet, producing, in an extremely brief period of time,
over 100 collages. Okanoue was inspired by the work of Max Ernst,
whose collages had made a significant mark on surrealism. Here, while
considering the meaning of collage and its positioning in surrealism and
photography, I would like to focus on Okanoue as an individual artist

who worked on surrealist terrain in Japan.

1. Positioning of the collage in surrealism

“ “There is 2 man cut in half by a window.” . . . A world appeared as
though knocking at the window . . . An image of a man walking cut half
way up by a window perpendicular to the axis of his body.” This linguistic
and visual experience, recalled by André Breton, is an image associated
with the origins of surrealism. As documented in Breton’s 1924 Manifesto
of Surrealism, it is abrupt and lacking in logical connections. It is also a
combination of profoundly unexpected elements: the body of the man cut
in half by the window, the organic body being cut in half by an inorganic
object, window glass. The combination calls to mind the world of collage.

At the outset, the approach to automatism in surrealism was to begin
from a blockage with respect to words, to cut up language, dismantle
it, and eliminate the intervention of consciousness to the fullest extent
possible. Automatism thereby led to creating a verbal image in which
words are effectively only an accumulation of object-like physical
materials.

If automatism, which was an essential part of surrealism at its birth,
promotes the dismantling and objectification of language, the collage
similarly signifies the dismantling of images as objects. Moreover, as in
the oft-quoted iconic phrase by Isidore Ducasse (Comte de Lautréamont),
“Beautiful as the chance meeting on a dissecting table of a sewing machine
with an umbrella,” collage brings about chance meetings between things
of different natures in a different environment. It thus itself connects
to depaysement, a methodology that is yet another important key to
surrealism.

In one of his manifestos, Breton stated that Ernst was a surrealist in
his use of collage; and, as we know, there is a strong association between
Ernst and collage images. Looking back at the history of surrealism, I find
it symbolic that Ernst first experimented with collage in 1919, the year
that Breton and Philippe Soupault first experimented with automatism. In
the period between Ernst’s discovery of frottage in 1925 and his adoption
of new perspectives in his work, the image of the collage, which entailed

depaysement, was a key guide to Ernst’s consciousness. Ernst went on to
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build a methodological platform with his surrealist college novels—surely
three of the most unusual books published in the 20th century— 7he
Hundpred-Headless Woman (1929), A Young Woman Dreams of Taking the
Veil (1930), and A Week of Kindness, or, the Seven Deadly Elements (1934).
That aspect of Ernst’s work was synchronized with the temporal transition
of surrealism from gestation to birth, as signaled by Breton’s issuing his

manifesto in 1924.

2. Max Ernst’s collages

Asked what the collage mechanism is, Max Ernst replied, “I am tempted
to see in collage the chance meeting of two remote realities on an
unfamiliar plane . . . cultivating the effects of a systematic bewilderment

. coupling two apparently uncoupleable realities on a plane
apparently unsuited to them.” His development of collage, was, then, an
amplification of the Isidore Ducasse quotation.

Using depaysement to effect an estrangement from conventional
reality, to set off eye-opening meetings, to fracture visual continuities
and relationships: Breton defined that collage, with its potential for
depaysement, could function to disorient (dépayser) or estrange.

Ernst also defined collage as a miracle that utterly transforms various
creatures or objects without changing their physical or anatomical external
appearance in the slightest. “A marvel of combination that transcends
expectations and consciousness.” That act, that utterly transformative
process, rules all his work, most conspicuously in The Hundred-Headless
Woman. Ernst’s visionary capabilities, implicit in that process, are always
present; they are the fundamental power behind all his images.

La Femme 100 Tétes—the title of this collage novel is usually given in
English as The Hundred-Headless Woman, for “the woman of 100 heads”
simultaneously implies, ironically, no head at all. The erasure of her
face, the dismantling of identity, the collapse of functionality through
depaysement: that, particularly in Ernst’s case, can be read as the act of
expulsion of the self from an identity that comes from attachment to one’s
identify and loss. As Pere Gimferrer has pointed out, “Ernst reached a
space where the very disappearance of the face was the face, where the
dismantling of identity was identify.” From his childhood on, his need to
escape the norms surrounding the self and his longing for foreign lands
while seeking another identity amounted to grasping that this single
entity that contradictorily harbored two conflicting states as the self. Here
we can see a chain of thought that calls to mind a depaysement, dare I
even say a collage-like formation of his own existence as well.

During his engagement with Dada, Ernst’s collages were characterized



by arrangements of scraps of various illustrations against a neutral
background. From La Femme 100 Tétes on, however, he began using
existing scenes as backgrounds, on which he layered formative elements
taken from other illustrations to effect a transformation of the background
image. That approach is skillfully utilized throughout his series of collage
novels. Okanoue was vastly influenced by her encounter with those later
works, which made a vivid impression on her.

For Ernst, a major boost to his giving embodiment to images based
on hallucinatory experiences came from his encounter with La Nature,
a popular nineteenth-century French science magazine. The magazine
presented itself in the form of a specimen box, based on a scientific
perspective. At that transitional period in scientific discovery, however, it
was also a treasure chest of icons, driven by questioning and curiosity in
the service of invention. It presented examples of experiments by people
filled with what seems, from our twenty-first century perspective, as an
extraordinarily naive creativity, assuming connections between all sorts of
substances. It covered experiments in layouts with images that seem, to
us, as though they might have been created by magicians or jugglers, not
scientists.

That hint of magic was not an isolated phenomenon. You will recall
that from the birth of photography in the mid nineteenth century,
spiritualism was being discussed in terms that gave it great plausibility.
Nineteenth-century science was contemporaneous with the very times
that generated the spirit photography boom—what synchronicity! In
fact, in the nineteenth century, science was a vast plain on which infinite
mysteries and their elucidation waited, inciting the intervention of the
infinite human imagination in the cracks between scientific inventions
and the real world. Recall that the pointers leading to scientific discoveries
often built on ideas that the world at large thought weird, by people
who were thought strange, at least until the discovery was made. It is
not surprising that the media of that period, and most particularly its
science magazines, attest to the most incomprehensible chance meeting
of human imagination and image in this way. La Nature was thus fertile
soil for Ernst’s collages, which were built up as an amalgam of enigmatic

elements.

3. Toshiko Okanoue Is launched

I would now like to provide a little background information about the
artist I am discussing today, Toshiko Okanoue. She was born in the city
of Kochi, on the island of Shikoku, in 1928, but moved with her family

to Tokyo at the age of one. She studied couture at a dressmaking school,
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wanting to become a designer, a choice apparently made because she
admired a certain designer. It is fascinating and thought-provoking that
she would later use the skills she acquired at dressmaking school to create
collages—replacing cloth with paper but wielding her scissors skillfully to
create forms. She later entered an art school, Bunka Gakuin, encountered
collage through the work of a classmate, and tried it herself. Her early
works are quite simple, images pasted on plain black flock paper.

Okanoue came into her own after encountering a series of collages by
Max Ernst, who had developed complex, fertile images after he moved
away from the neutral backgrounds he himself had previously used. She
stumbled across Ernst’s work in 1952, through a friend’s introduction
to Shuzo Takiguchi, a leader of the surrealist movement in Japan. Her
friend married Toru Takemitsu, a composer who was a member of the
Experimental Workshop, an avant-garde artists’ group in the early 1950s.
That connection led to her meeting Takiguchi, who played a central
role in the Experimental Workshop. That chance encounter with Ernst’s
collages, via Takiguchi, had a decisive influence on Okanoue.

Takiguchi recognized the expressive qualities of the over one hundred
collages that, through the happenstance of their meeting, Okanoue
showed him. Impressed by her work, he organized two solo exhibitions of
it at the Takemiya Gallery in Kanda-surugadai-shita, Tokyo. Her works
were also included in Abstraction and Surrealism: How to understand them?,
a commemorative exhibition held at the National Museum of Modern
Art, Tokyo, in 1953.

Takiguchi also sounded her out about publishing a collection
combining her collages and his poems. But Okanoue, who had returned
to her family home in Kochi in 1956, let that opportunity go, by despite
Takiguchi’s urgings. Although she did find the idea of the book appealing,
she was concerned about the state of Takiguchi’s health. Her personal
life also entered a new phase with her marriage in 1957, at which point
she withdraw from the world of art. Until her works again saw the light
of day at 1999 exhibition in Tokyo, she was a forgotten figure in the art
world.

Okanoue found the motifs for her works mainly in Life, Vogue and
other illustrated magazines of the day. She shopped for magazines at the
Seishido bookstore in Roppongi, which was also where facilities for the
American forces stationed in Japan were located. The Occupation had
only ended in April, 1952, and many of the images she was provided
were from magazines left by the U.S. military—parting gifts from the
departing forces. Her collage production began in that historical context
and continued until 1956, which was the year that the government’s

Economic White Paper contained a declaration of great symbolic and



historic significance: “The postwar period is over.” That statement
brought a strong recognition that Japan was entering a new era, eleven
years after the end of the war; the period of economic expansion known as
the Jimmu Boom had begun the year before, and the Japanese economy
was finally beginning to recover.

Okanoue’s motifs included graphics that were afterimages of the war,
such as figures with guns or fighter aircraft, but they were far removed
from the stress and ideological content of the days when people were
directly confronting war. In this regard, there was a decisive difference
between her work and that of another collage artist, Hannah Héch,
who was active in the inter-war period. As she herself recognized in an
interview in August, Okanoue’s attitude was not to be too concerned
about such images. This artist’s criterion for selecting images was, rather,
the beauty of the gradations produced by the shadings of black and white.
The fashions of the 1950s disseminated by the fashion magazines she used
in her work expressed a pervasive preference for the elegant and refined,
the very opposite of the wartime spirit of coping with shortages. But, to
this artist, the combat images were not discordant with those luxurious
fashion images.

Turning to the broader context, we can say that awareness of
surrealism was quite widespread in Japan. The International Surrealist
Exhibition, held in 1936, introduced the work of the major surrealist
artists, particularly from France, the movement’s birthplace, and
greatly influenced artists in Japan. In Japan, moreover, the surrealist
movement affected not only art but also advertising and fashion, and the
movement continued after the war. Surrealism was also prominent in the
international art world at the time that Okanoue was active. The 1954
Venice Biennale, for example, “looked like a celebration of the surrealist
and fantasy arts of this century.” That year, in a sweep for surrealism, Max
Ernst won the Grand Prize for Painting at the Venice Biennale, while Jean
Arp won the Grand Prize for Sculpture and Joan Miro the Grand Prize
for Engraving. Okanoue herself might be said to have created her works
automatically, without awareness of herself as an artist, much less even a
coherent awareness of surrealism. But her historical context, her natural
environment, provided the foundations on which she constructed her
collages.

To Max Ernst, a visionaire, a newly emerging image was “seen.”
On reflection, it seems that for Toshiko Okanoue, images were just
automatically spun out, again and again. In commenting on her thought
processes while she was engaged in creating these works, Okanoue said
that her collages just “got finished.” That unconscious action could surely

be rephrased as the outcome of automatism. An artist far removed from

61



62

ideology, a naif, creating as though possessed: the whole of Okanoue’s
creative activity occurred within the course of unconscious processes. At
root, she was engaged in pure automatism. We might also compare her
level of consciousness as a creator engaged in artistic activity with that of
the photographer Eugene Atget, the recorder of his city who, in effect,

quite unconsciously, gave the surrealists their inspiration.

4. Photography, the concept of collage, and its position in surrealism

Collage is, in the sense that it addresses pre-existing objects already
present in the visual world, similar to photography. Oddly enough, as
Breton pointed out in a preface to an exhibition of collages Ernst held in
1920, both the photograph as a medium and the collage method, which
includes photograph-like images, are outstanding in provoking automatic
approaches. And the role of photography as one (spiritual) medium is
deeply linked to the concept of surrealism itself, as Breton himself pointed
out:

“The invention of photography was a lethal blow to conventional
expressive methods. That is true not only of painting but also of poetry.
Automatism in poetry, which appeared in the late nineteenth century, is
equivalent to the photography of thought.”—André Breton, preface to
Max Ernst’s 1920 exhibition.

A primary factor behind the photograph-like images that Okanoue
used as motifs in her collages was that shortages and scarcities were
still being experienced in Japan. The fashion-related illustrations being
produced domestically were not, to Okanoue, at all satisfactory. As a
result, her eye was caught by fashion photographs from the West, which
she happened by chance to be able to acquire. Her action was perhaps
in a sense similar to that of Ernst, who sought a standard in nineteenth-
century images—a longing for images that transcend time and space. And
the accumulation of images, examples of convulsive beauty, that each of
these artists assembled constitutes visual worlds elaborately constructed
and almost too beautifully balanced, as if on command. The carefully
worked out designs inserted in what seems a calculated manner into
complex backgrounds are radically different from the collages attempted
by other artists. Of the combinations of images that she created, Okanoue
herself can only explain them as mere happy coincidence.

Okanoue, while championed by the Japanese surrealist Takiguchi and
with points of contact with surrealism, was also very much in the tradition
of Japanese avant-garde photography, with its characteristic amateurism.
Not even affiliating with any groups of photographers, she simply

produced a stream of images, like an arc of brilliant fireworks across the



summer night. This Japanese artist’s actions, playing automatically with
media to produce “thought photographs,” built a surrealist world that was

in some sense a historically necessary natural blossoming,.

(Translated by Ruth S. McCreery)
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