Not For Sale: Yoko Ono’s Discounted Advertising Art

Kevin Concannon

The life and work of artist Yoko Ono has attracted consid-
erable attention, both critical and journalistic, over the past
forty years. Yet, for most of those years, Ono has benefited less
from serious critical attention than journalistic derision. And
while there is considerable evidence to place Ono in the van-
guard of the Conceptual art movement of the 1960s, most histo-
ries of Conceptual art continue either to marginalize or com-
pletely ignore her.

Tony Godfrey’s Conceptual Art, for example, published
last year by Phaidon Press in its Art & Ideas series, mentions
Ono only twice, in both cases in a series of names of Fluxus
artists and without any reference at all to her work.! Yet Godfrey
makes five references to John Lennon, and his introduction,
“What is Conceptual Art?” begins with seven lines from
Lennon’s 1970 song, God! Another chapter begins with six
lines from Lennon’s 1971 song, /magine. This latter chapter
concludes with an explanation of Conceptual art in terms of
these two Lennon songs.?

However, Alexandra Munroe has pointed out:

Although Joseph Kosuth’s One and Three

Chairs (1965)—which presented the dictio-

nary definition of ‘chair’ alongside a real

chair and a photograph of a chair—is recog-

nized as one of the earliest works in the his-

tory of conceptual art, in fact it was Yoko

Ono who first announced that language, by

itself on a gallery wall, is a justifiable form

of art.?
Munroe was referring to Ono’s 1962 exhibition of Instructions
Jfor Paintings at Tokyo’s Sogetsu Art Center, an example of
which is Painting to Be Constructed in Your Head. Rendered
calligraphically in Japanese characters, this work translates as:
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Go on transforming a square canvas in your

head until it becomes a circle. Pick out any

shape in the process and pin up or place on

the canvas an object, a smell, a sound, or a

colour that came to your mind in association

with the shape.*
In taking this very radical step of exhibiting instructions only at
Sogetsu, however, Ono’s conceptual intentions were somewhat
obscured by Japanese tradition, in which calligraphy is seen as
an art form in and of itself.’ Ono specifically addressed this
point in a catalogue of that Sogetsu show published 33 years
later in 1995:

To make the point that the instructions were

not themselves graphic images, I wanted the

instructions to be typed. But in those days,

regular typewriters for the Japanese language

were not available. Only professional print-

ers and newspapers had typesetting machines.

So I thought of the next best thing, which

was to ask Toshi Ichiyanagi to print out the

instructions by hand. He complied. My hand-

writing was too emotional, even when I tried

to print—it looked like I was asking people

to appreciate the visual aspect of the writing

itself. Toshi was able to do a very neat job

—<lose to typesetting, since, as a composer,

he had experience in copying his own scores

for print.®

Thus Ono’s Japanese background seems to have simulta-

neously inspired and obscured this important early step toward
Conceptualism.” As this paper hopes to demonstrate, while his-
tories of Conceptual art continue to neglect her, Ono can rightly
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claim precedence not only in the employment of text as art but
for the use of advertising as a medium for Conceptual art as
well.

Ono is. of course, widely known for the 1969 poster ac-
tion, War is Over!, created in collaboration with John Lennon.
For this event, launched 15 December 1969, the couple com-
missioned billboards and posters in 12 cities: Athens, Berlin,
Hong Kong, Los Angeles, Montreal, New York (Figure 1), Paris,
Port-of-Spain (Trinidad), Rome, Tokyo and Toronto.* In the lan-
guage of each city where they were sited, the billboards de-
clared “War is Over!/ If You Want It/ Happy Christmas from
John and Yoko.” War Is Over! extended its impact through
other media as well, including postcards and The Peace Sta-
tion Network, as detailed in Billboard magazine in an adver-
tisement Ono and Lennon placed on 24 January 1970 offering
“Free John and Yoko Station Breaks and ID’S, Plus the Regu-
lar John And Yoko Peace Report™ (Figure 2).°

It had, in fact, been Ono’s long-standing vision to turn ad-
vertising—and the mechanisms of the media and the market-
place—to humorously ironic and critical ends within the con-
text of her multi-media artistic practice. While it remains little
known to this day, Ono had been making art with advertising—
and with great wit—for several years prior to getting together
with Lennon. In the March 1965 issue of The New York Arts
Calendar, for example, Ono placed a full-page display adver-
tisement for “Circle Events” at the “IsReal Gallery” (Figure
3)."°The advertisement offered “‘Circle Events” on “leather, silk,
glass, canvas, or other material to order, 3 1/2" x 2" to 40 x 24,
about $250.” The exhibition dates were March 3-31, and the
gallery was open 24 hours. No address was offered, but a tele-
phone number was listed. Of course, the IsReal Gallery existed
only in the pages of The New York Arts Calendar and in the
minds of the artist and her readers. In fact, the IsReal advertise-
ment is among the earliest examples of conceptual art in an
advertising medium, coming a full three years before Dan
Graham’s Figurative in the March 1968 issue of Harper 's Ba-
zaar, the work that scholars generally cite in this regard—and
generally with an incorrect date. (Kosuth’s 1965 date for One
and Three Chairs has been challenged in the literature as well."!
It is clear that he first exhibited his Conceptual works no ear-
lier than February of 1967.)
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Benjamin H.D. Buchloh, for example, has characterized Kosuth's claimed
dates for his Proto-Investigations (the series in which Chairs is included)—
1965 and 1966—as unverifiable. He cites interviews with several art-
ists, including Graham, who were close to Kosuth during this period yet
had not seen or heard of these pieces until their first exhibition in Febru-
ary 1967 at a show Kosuth himself had organized at the Lannis Gallery.
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Graham’s Figurative, for example, was featured in the
1995 exhibition Reconsidering the Object of Art 1965-1975,
with a date of 1965. This confusion may stem from the fact
that, while the actual advertisement did not appear until 1968,
Graham has dated to 1965 a related work, “Scheme for Maga-
zine Page ‘Advertisement’"—in the same 1995 exhibition. This
latter work shows a cash register tape ‘framed’ in a drawn box
with the title, date, and signature at the bottom. The 1968 pub-
lication of Figurative featured a similar cash register tape with
the title “FIGURATIVE BY DAN GRAHAM?” to the right of
the register tape.'’ In Harper's Bazaar, the ad appeared sand-
wiched between advertisements for Warner bras and Tampax
tampons." The coincidence of Figurative's placement imme-
diately adjacent to an ad for bras extends the pun inherent in
the work, which—to an art-savvy reader—already suggests a
play between ‘figurative art’ and the column of ‘figures’ on
the tape. In an essay titled, “My Works for Magazine Pages:
‘A History of Conceptual Art,” Graham offered this explana-
tion of the work:

I became involved with the art system acci-
dentally when friends of mine suggested that
we open a gallery. . . . At our gallery, John
Daniels, we gave Sol LeWitt a one-man show,
and presented several group shows that in-
cluded all the proto-Minimalist artists. . . .
However, the gallery was forced to close at
the end of the first season due to bankruptcy
.. .. Through the actual experience of run-
ning a gallery, [ learned that if a work of art
were not written about and reproduced in a
magazine, it would have difficulty attaining
the status of “art.” It seemed that to be de-
fined as having value (that is, value as “art”),
a work had only to be exhibited in a gallery
and then to be written about and reproduced
as a photograph in an art magazine. It was
this record of the no-longer-extant installa-
tion, along with more accretions of informa-
tion after the fact, that became the basis for
the art work’s fame and, to a large extent, its
economic value. . . . Furthermore, with few
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