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In the late 1960s, Kishio Suga began to produce and exhibit his 
work as a member of the artistic group Mono-ha, which was 
formed and developed in Tokyo between 1969 and 1972. Suga, 
a key figure in Japanese contemporary art, is the only member 
of Mono-ha to have consistently developed the group’s 
research and practices through the present day, pushing the 
boundaries of its original concepts and themes.

Taking temporary arrangements and combinations of natural 
and industrial materials as his starting point, Suga investigates 
their physical presence, existence and relationship with the 
environment by building site-specific installations. His princi-
pal themes are the relationships between the individual and 
materials, which he further explores using direct, live actions, 
inserting new materials and altering them in front of an audi-
ence and thereby revealing new meanings and unexpected 
aspects, which Suga refers to as “activations.”

Suga’s work — and that of Mono-ha in general — was set against 
a background of feverish international experimentation. During 
the late 1960s and early 1970s, it shared a great deal formally 
and thematically with contemporary movements such as 
Post-Minimalism and Land Art in the USA, and Arte Povera in 
Italy, parallels that are indicative of Mono-ha’s importance.
 

Kishio Suga

Diagonal Phase (Shaisō), 1969/2012; wood, stones; 258 x 434 x 122 cm. 
Installation view at Blum & Poe, Los Angeles, 2012. Courtesy of the artist and Blum & Poe, 
Los Angeles/New York/Tokyo. Photo: Joshua White
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Critical Sections (Setsu no rinkai), 1984; fabric, branches, zinc plates; variable dimensions. 
Installation view at the Museum of Modern Art, Toyama. Courtesy of the artist and Tokyo 
Gallery + BTAP

The Exhibition
“Situations” is the first retrospective exhibition of Kishio Suga’s 
work organized outside Japan. It brings together installations 
produced by the artist since 1969, which have been recreated 
and adapted specifically for the spaces of Pirelli HangarBicocca.

The exhibition is designed like a landscape comprising organic 
and industrial elements — iron, zinc, wood, stones and paraf-
fin — that blend characteristics of lightness and gravity, linearity 
and tension, solidity and immateriality. Composed of materials 
found in situ, and conceived as temporary installations, inside 
Pirelli HangarBicocca’s venue the works take on new qualities 
and characteristics, forging an intense relationship with the 
Navate’s internal and external spaces, and rendering the instal-
lations different from any previous realization. “Situations” high-
lights the underlying ideas and perspectives of Kishio Suga’s art, 
emphasizing his unique creative practice through a series of 
visual and thematic combinations that the artist and curators 
conceived especially for the exhibition in order to retrace Suga’s 
oeuvre and historic importance.

1   Critical Sections (Setsu no rinkai), 1984/2016

The exhibition opens with the only suspended piece in the show: 
Critical Sections. Hanging from a height of over twenty meters, 
the work consists of portions of black and white fabric stretched 
and braided into a single rope, intersected by branches and 
dropping to the floor, where it connects to sheets of zinc arranged 
on the ground.
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Through the process of tension and loosening, the artist creates 
what he defines a “situation” (jōkyō) in which he underlines the 
existential interrelationships between the materials that compose 
the work and its surrounding space. Central to Suga’s practice is 
the concept of “interdependence” among “things” (mono) as a 
way to create a unique entity that enables the visitor to observe, 
on the one hand, the surrounding space in its wholeness from the 
ceiling to the floor, and, on the other, to perceive an invisible 
space that is created by the presence of the work.

Suga conceived the work for the Museum of Modern Art in 
Toyama in 1984, where he suspended the ropes from a circular 
skylight, channeling natural light into the space and putting the 
museum’s interior and exterior into deeper dialogue.

2   Fieldology, 1974/2016

In Fieldology a barrier of stretched ropes joins two walls in the 
exhibition space, creating an inaccessible corner. Numerous 
fragments of rope are piled on top of this barrier, weighing 
down the structure in such a way as to dissolve the tension the 
artist has created. In the corner several different rolls of rope 
are piled on top of another and leaned against the wall in pre-
carious balance. Kishio Suga utilizes the physical characteristics 
of the material, like malleability and flexibility, and its functions 
in order to create a jōkyō (situation) that highlights the actions 
required to produce the artwork: the tensing and release of the 
ropes; their union and knotting; the precarious position in which 
the rolls are set and the mutual support they provide each other 
to stay upright. As the curator Naoko Seki has explained, «All 

placement methods suggest a change of state or situation. The 
positioning of these elements in an interior space is not an 
immutable display, but indicates a method of display revealing 
gradual changes within a limited period.» In 1974, at Gallery 16 
in Kyoto, Kishio Suga intervened directly in the artwork, modify-
ing it and integrating other materials through what he called 
“activations”: temporary actions conducted in the presence of 
visitors, and documented through photography and video.

3   Diagonal Phase (Shaisō), 1969/2016

Made in 1969, during a period in which the Mono-ha movement’s 
early ideas began to form, Diagonal Phase is one of the first 
works by Kishio Suga and is presented in Pirelli HangarBicocca  
in its most recent version. The work is composed of simple and 
natural materials — a board, a wooden beam, and small stones —  
that precariously support each other using the force of gravity. 

Diagonal Phase shares certain structural characteristics with 
many other works created during the same period by mem-
bers of Mono-ha: in 1968 Lee Ufan produced Relatum by 
dropping a stone on a plate of glass, shattering it. However, 
whereas Ufan intended to demonstrate the effects of weight 
and gravity, here Suga investigates the different states and 
conditions of mono (things) and their existence in the space. 
By placing materials in a situation of instability, Suga once 
again focuses our attention on the interdependent relation-
ships of mutual support among the objects. The environment 
in which Diagonal Phase is placed participates in this situation 
of precariousness on account of its geometric and open struc-
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ture, and plays a central role in the visitor’s experience of the 
work. According to the artist, «Even though there are different 
classifications among these things, one can say they are all in 
a state of “connectedness” as a whole. Thus, they are a con-
tinuation of each other. This “continuity” is one of the most fun-
damental structural components of nature.»   

4   Continuous Existence—HB (Renkai — HB), 1977/2016

The installation is formed by forked branches of different 
height that are held in place by stones. The branches are 
joined by a rope and rest against the wall, while also connect-
ing a sheet of white paper placed on the floor to the walls of 
Pirelli HangarBicocca’s industrial spaces. 

Continuous Existence—HB is one of a series of works that 
Kishio Suga produced since the late 1970s. They include posts, 
rods and branches that rest against the wall and connect dif-
ferent structural elements in the exhibition space. In these 
installations the artist establishes a relationship between two 
architectural dimensions, such as the floor and walls, in order 
to reveal their structural differences while also emphasizing 
their presence and creating a further link with the artwork. For 
Suga the space is not simply the place in which an artwork is 
exhibited, but an integral part of it: «The process by which 
mono (things) are transformed into artworks is equivalent to 
the process by which a “site” accomplishes the same transfor-
mation into an artwork.»

5   Soft Concrete, 1970/2016

With the installation Soft Concrete, Suga investigates the trans-
formation processes of matter and compares the physical prop-
erties of materials. Four metal plates, set in such a way as to form 
a rectangle, contain a pile of gravel onto which a mound of soft 
concrete — a substance composed of cement and oil — has been 
poured, enveloping and partly submerging the metal surfaces 
while simultaneously holding them up. The chromatic uniformity 
of the artwork counterbalances the quality of the materials, 
revealing Suga’s interest in creating a unitary structure in which 
the presence of each element is mutually highlighted by another’s. 

Soft Concrete, 1970/2012; concrete, oil, steel plates; variable dimensions. 
The Rachofsky Collection and the Dallas Museum of Art through the TWO x TWO for AIDS 
and Art Fund. Courtesy of the artist and Blum & Poe, Los Angeles/New York/Tokyo. 
Photo: Joshua White
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Thereby the rigidity of the plates is emphasized by the fluid, liq-
uid aspect of the concrete, which seems to bubble up from the 
centre of the rectangular structure, and the solidity of the plates 
emphasises the fluidity of the substance that surrounds it. 
Furthermore, given that soft concrete takes over a year to com-
pletely solidify, Soft Concrete will change throughout the length 
of the exhibition, undergoing different physical transformations. 

7   Perimeter (Entai), 1985/1989
6   Placement of Condition (Jōkyōchi), 1973/2016
19   Periphery of Space (Kai no Sokuen), 1980/2016

Kishio Suga created Perimeter — a site-specific installation that 
surrounds an area of the exhibition space — using blocks made 
from Ōya stone that support pieces of connected wood. The 
work stands in a semi-rectangular form and creates a separa-
tion between two areas of the same environment. This para-
doxical combination between connection and division underlies 
Suga’s practice and his investigation of the concept of “bound-
ary”. The artist analyses the links between objects and space 
with regard to how these are perceived by the visitor both phys-
ically and internally: «When an entirety is formed by connected 
elements, we feel this sense of place around us. Most probably, 
we cannot be interested in each and every part of the whole. 
We have an interest in some parts but not in others. This is how 
we create our surroundings.»

Like many of Kishio Suga’s works, Perimeter has also been con-
ceived to be shown both inside exhibition spaces, such as muse-
ums and galleries, and outside in nature. For the artist, the site of 

a work determines how it will be configured and installed. When 
situated outdoors, a work is influenced and modified by its natu-
ral surroundings and changes in the weather; indoors, it is subject 
to the structural features of the room in which it is presented.

The idea of “boundary” and the concept of interdependence 
are also developed in Placement of Condition, a work realized 
several years earlier and similar to the structure of Perimeter. In 
this case, the blocks of granite, set in balance between a series 
of wedges that the artist inserted beneath the bases, support 
one another through the tension created by the steel wire that 
connects them. Meanwhile, the wire shows both the distance 
from the centre and the perimeter of the work, as well as the 
boundaries between each element and the visitors.

In Periphery of Space Suga utilizes the concepts of “centre” 
and “periphery” to expand his reflections on “boundaries” and 
investigate the different physical presences of the materials in 
relationship with their surrounding environment. The installa-
tion is made up of a circular perimeter on the floor formed by 
a roll of paper, with stones placed inside and on the edges.

 
8   Condition of Situated Units (Ikyō), 1975/2016

The work is composed of steel rods partly hidden by a throng of 
surrounding branches. Suga here combines natural elements 
with industrial materials, bringing out their differing physical 
characteristics in order to contrast the rigid verticality of the 
metal with the horizontal tangle of branches. The exhibition 
space seems to disappear, becoming part of the intricate 
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ensemble. Suga’s aim is to create visual and physical interde-
pendence between the objects and the space in order to dissi-
pate all distinction between them. As Suga explains, they seem 
to fuse into a single entity and alter the way we perceive them: 
«Mono (things) and places used to be treated separately at the 
level of recognition but for me they were the same when seen 
within the horizons of internality.»

9   Parallel Strata (Heiretsusō), 1969/2016

Composed of different slabs of white paraffin, Parallel Strata is 
one of the most representative of Suga’s artworks. It was con-
ceived as an inquiry into the physical potential of material, 
working directly with the wax, melting the blocks together and 
stacking them vertically and horizontally in parallel strata. This 
process produces a three-dimensional structure in which 
aggregation processes and the various interventions the artist 
has conducted are visible. Through the pairing of different ele-
ments, Suga defines a “place” in which he can highlight the 
relationship between the various mono (things), as well as the 
relationship between these and the individual, in such a way as 
to make visitors conscious of these connections: «I began by 
destroying the common preconception of paraffin and the 
ordinary appearance of paraffin. That’s to say that I found 
myself with a situation — you could call it a “place” — and felt an 
irresistible urge to put something into it that was as distant from 
fitting the situation as possible.»

11   Unfolding Field (Noten), 1972/2016

Kishio Suga considers both external environments, whether 
natural or urban, and internal ones, whether institutions or 
museums, as potential spaces for exhibiting his works. Exiting 
the Navate, visitors encounter Unfolding Field, an installation 
made up of bamboo poles pointed upwards, and at the same 
time tethered to the ground by cords connected to stone 
blocks. As the title suggests, the artwork — with structures similar 
to fishing rods — unfolds both vertically toward the sky and hor-
izontally within the surrounding environment. In 1972 Kishio 
Suga presented Unfolding Field on the rooftop of the Joshuya 
Building in Tokyo, offering a partial view of the urban context 
into which the artwork was inserted.

Parallel Strata (Heiretsusō), 1969/2012; paraffin wax, 132 x 358 x 242.5 cm. 
Installation view at Blum & Poe, Los Angeles, 2012. Courtesy of the artist and Blum & Poe, 
Los Angeles/New York/Tokyo. Photo: Joshua White
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12   Matter and Location ( Ji’i), 1980/2016
17   Contorted Positioning (Kyokui), 1982/2016

Through a series of works characterized by a horizontal place-
ment of interconnected materials on the floor, Kishio Suga 
develops the concept of “field”, conceived as a novel space for 
visitors that the artist defines within the exhibition space by 
installing an artwork. In Matter and Location diverse materials 
coexist in strict connection: planks and pieces of wood are inter-
connected by zinc, forming arches, and are framed by rocks 
and stones that emphasize the presence of each element of the 
structure. In Contorted Positioning Suga connects several dif-
ferent wooden beams, basing his actions on the angles of bifur-
cated branches, connected at the end of each piece of wood. 
The installation develops therefore in different, diverging direc-
tions within the exhibition space, forming a series of corners 
according to a system the artist established starting from the 
physical characteristics of the materials he uses.

13   Abandoned Situation (Hōchi Jōkyō), 1971/2016
14   Units of Dependency (Izon’i), 1974/2016
10   Exposed Realm (Rokai), 1986/2016

Beginning in the early 1970s, Kishio Suga realized a series of 
installations through which he investigates the idea of “release” 
or “abandonment” (hōchi ), which he theorized in 1971. One of 
these, Abandoned Situation, is composed of a corrugated 
pressed concrete sheet placed horizontally on the ground. The 
artist seals the two central furrows with cement, pouring a mix-
ture of water and ink into them to create two dark lines that 

contrast with the others and highlight the opposition between 
the structure’s curved and convex forms. The use of water is 
central to Suga’s artistic practice, whether conceived for exter-
nal or internal spaces. In Abandoned Situation, for example, this 
natural element is “released” and confined within an artificial 
structure in such a way as to highlight the intrinsic physical qual-
ities of all the elements that make up the work. This is also the 
case in Units of Dependency, an installation formed by two dif-
ferent lengths of perforated concrete bricks running parallel to 
each other through the space. The linearity and homogeneity of 
the structure are altered by the presence of natural elements 
like stones, located at the extremities, and fresh grass — the scent 
of which visitors can smell in the surrounding space — that is 
pressed and inserted between the bricks and inside them. In 
Exposed Realm, a work composed of a corridor of wooden 
panels, Kishio Suga subverts this modular structure, inserting a 
large stone that seems to anchor the entire installation.

15   Square Metal Pond, 1985/2016

Placed on the floor of the exhibition space, Square Metal Pond 
is composed of several rectangular zinc basins assembled to 
become a single work and painted white inside. From the 1980s, 
the artist has produced works in which he highlights not only the 
relationships between objects but also among multiple spaces 
in combination. In this work the structure consists of different 
forms that in combination compose a single entity: through 
division he creates a complete arrangement. The artist is inter-
ested in creating «An open structure without anything blocking 
the perspective.» With this work he explores the concept of 
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“boundary”, as a moment of both division and encounter 
between different spaces, making visible the ties between inter-
nal and external, centre and perimeter. The work and its title 
allude to the possible presence of water inside the structure, a 
formless and almost invisible element that nonetheless occupies 
a space. In other works Suga explores this concept by trying to 
make visible what we cannot perceive and underlining its physi-
cal presence. In Law of Situation (1971) for example, he made 
ten stones float on a lake by positioning them on a long buoyant 
sheet of glass fiber; because of their weight they sank slightly 
below the surface yet remained visible. Water thus became a 
central element by connecting the different materials and by 
being rendered visible by the glass fiber.

16   Concealed and Enclosed Surroundings (Hōi Shūhei), 1997

At the end of the 1970s Suga further developed the concept  
of “field”, realizing installations conceived as self-supporting 
rooms that are independent from the surrounding space. One 
such example is Concealed and Enclosed Surroundings, char-
acterized by a closed, transparent structure built of wavy plastic 
that allows visitors to look inside. Suga creates a visual juxtapo-
sition between this and the external space, inserting additional 
elements like metal rods, wooden beams, sheets of metal and 
wavy, coloured plastic foils. This variety produces an ulterior 
tactile contrast between materials that have different qualities 
and characteristics. 

Furthermore, Concealed and Enclosed Surroundings reacts to 
the environmental and temporal circumstances in which it is 

exhibited: its transparency and lucidity, for example, are accen-
tuated inside a space illuminated by natural light, highlighting 
the edges of the structure and the elements surrounding it. 

18   Infinite Situation III (door), 1970/2016

Kishio Suga opens the Navate space to the outside by setting a 
wooden beam diagonally in place of one of the doors. With its 
simple presence, Infinite Situation III (door) calls into question 

Concealed and Enclosed Surroundings (Hōi Shūhei), 1997; wood, paint, iron, plastic and 
metal corrugated sheets, stone; 250 x 340 x 340 cm. Installation view in Hiroshima, 1997. 
Courtesy of Itamuro Onsen Daikokuya. Photo: Tsuyoshi Satoh
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the functions of an architectural element, altering visitors’ per-
ception of the space. The beam makes the observer aware of the 
doorway as a connecting device and “boundary” between inside 
and outside. Infinite Situation III (door) is part of a series of works 
with which the artist has been investigating this comparison 
between mono (things) and architectural space since the 1970s. 
In the 1970 exhibition “Trends in Contemporary Art”, held at the 
National Museum of Modern Art in Kyoto, Suga presented Infinite 
Situation I (window), in which he inserted beams of different 
lengths into the museum’s window frames in such a way as to call 
attention to views of the external landscape; as well as Infinite 
Situation II (steps), covering a set of stairs with sand in order to 
transform it from a functional space into an abstract space.

20   Law of Multitude (Tabunritsu), 1975/2016

Creating a sinuous, undefined landscape, Kishio Suga sets out 
cement blocks, on which he extends a plastic sheet, setting a 
stone on top of each plinth. Law of Multitude is an installation of 
opposing qualities and characteristics: the gravity of the stones 
and the rigidity of the plinths are counterbalanced by the fluidity 
and lightness of the sheet of plastic, which appears as an aque-
ous, reflective surface on which different elements seem to fluc-
tuate. The artwork synthesizes numerous themes of Suga’s 
artistic practice: his interest in natural materials combined with 
those drawn from industrial production; their physical interde-
pendence, intended to guarantee existence within the space; 
and their changing, ephemeral nature, given that they are con-
ceived and adapted based on the characteristics of the context 
and exhibition. Talking about Law of Multitude, the artist under-

lines the importance of the visitor’s presence: «Regardless of the 
kind of space we find ourselves in, the size of the human viewer 
is one of the benchmarks or standards we use to perceive [the 
work]. This is because the act of making art is a human opera-
tion that takes place in relation to other people.»

21   Gap of the Entrance to the Space (Kainyūsa), 1979/2016 
22   Separating Dependence (Izonsa), 1973/2013

The installation Gap of the Entrance to the Space is composed 
of a reflective surface of zinc plates on which both natural and 
cut stones have been placed. Where the cut stones stand, 
Kishio Suga has removed the sections of the zinc plates 
beneath them and placed them on top of the stones — and thus 
the surface appears to rise and gain in volume. The reflective 
surface of the zinc emphasizes the physical differences and 
properties of the materials: the shiny surface of the metal, the 
roughness of the natural stones and the smoothness and geo-
metric forms of the cut stones. Some of the latter stand at the 
perimeter of the structure, extending out from the zinc sheets 
and onto the original floor of the space. This creates the sense 
that the work is open to the exterior while also drawing attention 
to its physical boundaries and the close relationship between the 
surroundings and the arrangement of the objects. In addition, 
Suga makes the internal limits of the structure visible by empha-
sizing the lines that demarcate the individual zinc plates. 

Various thematic and formal characteristics are shared by Gap 
of the Entrance to the Space and an earlier work from 1973 titled 
Separating Dependence, which is also composed of zinc plates. 
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Gap of the Entrance to the Space (Kainyūsa), 1979/2012 (detail); stones, zinc 
plates; 1000 x 400 x 45 cm. Installation view at Blum & Poe, Los Angeles, 2012. 
Courtesy Blum & Poe, Los Angeles/New York/Tokyo. Photo: Joshua White
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In the latter work, Suga has created an installation in which 
each element is combined and connected to the next through 
dependence: the zinc sheets of the base are bent to create a 
frame and are supported by cement blocks, while thin metal 
pipes connect several stones placed on the surface to the walls 
and to one another. For the artist, every object is completely 
assimilated in a unitary structure through a relationship that is 
not purely physical. According to curator Hitoshi Dehara, 
«“Dependence” is not limited to relationships of mutual physical 
support but includes various aspects of spatial placement, vis-
ual relationships, and semantics as well.» 

The very title of the work reveals what Suga is attempting to 
underline: on one hand, the dependence between the differ-
ent elements and the overall structure, and on the other, the 
separation between this and the surrounding environment, 
with the use of metal poles that emphasize the presence of the 
walls, and of folded zinc sheets to separate the metal surface 
and the space. 

23    Left-Behind Situation (Shachi Jōkyō), 1972/2016

The work Left-Behind Situation consists in a single industrial 
wire stretched across two levels of the space, conjoining vari-
ous points across the four walls and creating horizontal and 
diagonal intersections on which the artist has placed stones 
and pieces of found wood in precarious balance. Installed in 
the Cubo space, this is the largest version of Left-Behind 
Situation ever realized and makes the space inaccessible to 
viewers. The artist uses human proportions as a reference and 

hangs the work at two levels — 50 and 500 cm — so that the visi-
tors’ gaze is immediately attracted by the stones and wood 
pieces that seem to float in the air and only in a second moment 
do they perceive the wires.

Like many of Suga’s works, Left-Behind Situation is conceived 
and adapted each time according to the space in which it is 
exhibited, and is hence a temporary intervention of the artist 
that will last the duration of the exhibition. The modification and 
re-adaptation of works according to the context in which they 
are shown is a central aspect in Suga’s practice. It is only 
through photographic documentation that it is possible to wit-
ness the different versions realized across the years. Simon 
Groom, Director of the Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art 
in Edinburgh, compares Suga’s work to a photograph that cap-
tures a fixed and unique instant, affirming: «Although dimen-
sions of works are always given, like a photograph fixing a 
moment in time, one always feels they could have been differ-
ent, and that conformity to such a convention serves only to 
highlight its very irrelevance to Suga’s work.»
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Kishio Suga (1944) is one of the leading figures of Mono-ha, an 
artistic movement that was active in Japan in the late 1960s and 
early 1970s. Its members challenged the traditional concept of 
an artwork by exploring its presence in space and its existential 
connections between nature, materials and the individual, 
thereby revealing new ways of observing the world around us.

Suga’s artistic career took place against the background of 
great cultural and political agitation in Japan, with the birth of 
movements protesting against the country’s traditional educa-
tion system and American interference in Japanese society. 
While studying painting at Tokyo’s Tama Art University from 1964 
to 1968, Suga attended classes given by artists and teachers 
who championed the development of a new artistic language. 
Among them was professor Yoshishige Saitō (1904-2001), who 
was influenced by Russian Constructivism and used texts by 
European philosophers such as Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908–
1961) and Claude Lévi-Strauss (1908–2009), as well as American 
artist Donald Judd (1928–1994), contextualizing them with the 
aim of encouraging an approach to contemporary art detached 
from the Eurocentric and American modernist theories prevail-
ing at that time in Japan. From 1968 to 1969 Suga was an assis-
tant to American artist Sam Francis (1923–1994) — who had a 
studio in Tokyo — , and his first paintings, characterized by bright 
and vivid colours, show the influence of Francis’ style. 

The Artist

Condition of Situated Units (Ikyō), 1975; branches, metal rods; variable dimensions. 
Courtesy of the artist. Photo: Kishio Suga
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While at Tama University, Suga studied under the artist and 
professor Jirō Takamatsu (1936–1998), who combined Minimalist, 
Dada and Surrealist forms in his works. Using a variety of media, 
such as photography, sculpture, painting and performance, 
Takamatsu investigated the philosophical and material origins 
of art and interpretations of perception and existence, creating 
optical and illusionistic works that play with perspective, light 
and shadow. Considered a key influence on the Mono-ha art-
ists (many of whom also attended Tama Art University), 
Takamatsu was also an important early point of reference for 
Suga. In his first solo exhibition at the Tsubaki Kindai Gallery in 
Tokyo in 1968, Kisho Suga presented Space Transformation, a 
free-standing wooden structure painted red that created the 
illusion of a set of boxes collapsing under its own weight.

During this period, Suga began to question concepts of nature, 
expression and cognition. As he wrote in his essay Latent 
Infinity: «What is expression? In the 1960s and early 1970s, my 
mind raced with this question day and night: what does it 
mean to express? […] I was beset with a myriad of doubts 
spanning the very necessity to give expression to a work, the 
role that its content may have, and how a viewer’s conscious-
ness would engage such content.» Among the thinkers he 
studied were figures such as Jean Baudrillard (1929–2007) 
and Gilles Deleuze (1925–1995), as well as Kitaro Nishida 
(1870–1945), the founder of the Kyoto school of philoso-
phy — one of the most reputed in Japan — and the Buddhist 
monk and philosopher Nagarjuna (c. 150–c. 250 AD), whose 
theory of the interdependency of time, space and matter was 
a crucial influence on Suga.

These reflections led Suga to turn away from the illusionistic 
aspects of his art and to experiment with the relations between 
disparate materials in outdoor and indoor settings. In the same 
year he presented Space Transformation, Suga also produced 
Layered Space, employing materials taken from nature and 
industrial processes to create a transparent acrylic box that 
contains layers of wood shavings, cotton, ash, soil and plastic.

The interest in simple materials such as wood, stone, sheet 
metal, piping, blocks of cement, and paraffin, and the rela-
tionships between matter and surrounding space, lay at the 
heart of the works produced by Mono-ha artists. The artists 
operated as a loosely defined group between 1968 and  
1972, featuring, in addition to Suga, Kōji Enokura, Noriyuki 
Haraguchi, Shingo Honda, Susumu Koshimizu, Lee Ufan, 
Katsuhiko Narita, Nobuo Sekine, Noboru Takayama and 
Katsuro Yoshida. The Mono-ha current (whose name means 
“school of things”) presented ephemeral arrangements of 
materials as a means to explore the relationship of a work 
with the architectural and external space. The artists mini-
malized their interventions, altering the elements of a work or  
its setting with simple actions, questioning the very notion of 
creation by the presentation of objects as they are. According 
to some art historians the creation of Phase — Mother Earth 
(1968) by Nobuo Sekine (1942), a contemporary of Suga and 
Takamatsu’s assistant, can be considered as Mono-ha’s start-
ing point. Realized in Suma Rikyū Park in Kobe, the site- 
specific installation was composed of a cylindrical hole dug in 
the ground and an adjacent cylinder of earth of exactly the 
same proportions.
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Taking this work as his focal point, in his seminal essay In Search 
of Encounter Korean artist Lee Ufan (1936) theorized themes 
and concepts that became fundamental to the research and 
practice of Mono-ha. The text was published in 1970 in “Bijutsu 
techō”, one of Japan’s first contemporary art magazines, 
founded in 1948 by Yoshishige Saitō. The same issue published 
Mono Opens a New World, a conversation between Kishio Suga 
and other members of the group, which is considered the first 
text to formally present Mono-ha’s principal ideas. Questioned 
about this period, Suga commented: «A number of inexplicable 
things and phenomena exist in the space we inhabit. In a sense, 
our work savages or engages these uncertain elements and 
indistinct existences. Mono-ha is therefore also concerned with 
the process of always revealing in concrete terms this differ-
ence in sensibility, how each one of us thinks about these things.» 

In various texts published between 1969 and 1972, Suga intro-
duced themes and ideas to which he subsequently gave mate-
rial form in his artistic production. According to the artist, all the 
elements in a work are interlinked and connected to the sur-
rounding space; these relationships vary according to the con-
text, making each installation specific to the moment of its crea-
tion and the characteristics of the space. He refers to the 
interlinked state of objects and materials as jōkyō, meaning 
“situation” or “condition”. Suga places boards and pieces of 
wood, bits of copper, stones, carved stone or blocks of cement 
in various temporary combinations so as to reveal their physical 
aspects, their interdependent relations and the connection  
with the surrounding environment. As the artist states: «I do not 
create the limits of a thing, but rather they are created by the 
circumstances which determine its optimum position when 

existing in its most natural way.» This is the case, for example, in 
Abandoned Order (Hōchiritsu), presented at the Satou Gallery 
in Tokyo in 1972, in which he placed a wooden plank horizontally 
on its side on the floor on top of a bed of sand and leaning 
against the gallery door; balanced on top of the door was a 
stone and three wooden planks connected to an unstable inte-
rior wall. The installation exposes another fundamental concept 
in his practice: hōchi, which means “release” or “abandon”. 
Suga intended to present the objects in the exhibition space in 
their natural form, unaltered in any way, freed of their primary 
function and of any existing signification that would limit them 

Law of Situation (Jōkyōritsu); 1971; woven-glass fiber, stones, water; variable dimensions. 
Installation view at Ube Museum of Outdoor Sculpture, Ube, Japan, 1971. Courtesy of the 
artist and Blum & Poe, Los Angeles/New York/Tokyo. Photo: Kishio Suga
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either artistically or linguistically. In Infinite Situation I (window), 
which he produced in 1970 for the exhibition “Trends in 
Contemporary Art” at the National Museum of Modern Art in 
Kyoto, Suga positioned wooden beams of different lengths 
diagonally within the open frames of the museum’s windows. In 
the resulting structure, the materials appear to be in a state of 
“release”, detaching the window frames from their function and 
endowing them with a role of a boundary with respect to the 
surrounding elements.

Outdoor sites, whether in nature or an urban context, are pos-
sible settings for Suga’s works. For the “4th Modern Japanese 
Sculpture Exhibition: Material and Sculpture – Based on 
Reinforced Plastic”, held at the Ube Museum of Outdoor 
Sculpture in 1971, he presented Law of Situation, in which ten 
stones were balanced on a glass-fiber mat twenty meters long 
floating on the surface of a lake; due to the overall weight of the 
stones, the mat lay slightly beneath the surface of the water. The 
water thus mediates between the two materials, indicating their 
mutual dependence, and activating the work with an external 
force. Suga’s interventions in the urban landscape between 
1969 and 1974, which he refers to as “fieldwork”, are recorded in 
photographs. Based on the same principles as those he used in 
his installations, the artist documented a temporary “situation” 
on film, thus making it a permanent memory, such as Knowledge 
Situation (1970), in which a continuous line of water along a 
residential street in Tokyo gives the impression that the road is 
divided in two. 

Starting in the second half of the 1970s Suga created a series 
of artworks in which he established relationships between the 

architectural components of the exhibition space by displacing 
elements that connected the floor to the walls or ceiling, and 
arranging linked objects on the floor. Underlying this configura-
tion was the idea of defining a “field”, an area in which the set-
ting was emphasized with all its intrinsic characteristics, con-
ceiving a spatial context made unique to the viewer by the 
presence of the materials. In 1978 Suga and Kōji Enokura (1942-
1995), were invited to represent Japan at the Venice Biennale. 
On this occasion the artist presented An Aspect as a Whole, in 
which tree trunks sawn in two were arranged vertically and 
horizontally to connect the ceiling to the floor. Manifesting the 
instability of structures that support one another through the 
force of gravity, the installation created a “field” of intercon-
necting elements in which the space is deprived of its functional 
qualities assuming abstract connotations.

During the 1980s Suga further developed his work by focusing 
on the concept of “boundary” and “periphery”, creating instal-
lations that revealed the relationship between them and the 
surrounding space. These works — that curator and art histo-
rian Hitoshi Dehara called “self-contained fields” — exposed 
the “boundaries” between the setting and the work itself, and 
defined its outer limits. In the 1985 installation Supporting a 
Void, Suga built a circular structure out of brass plates, empha-
sizing its outline and frame by resting timber and stones 
against its metal walls.

Over the past twenty years, Kishio Suga is the only member of 
Mono-ha to have consistently developed the philosophies and 
practices of the movement. In the late 1980s and early 1990s 
Suga’s work increasingly gained attention both in the Japanese 
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and international art scene, as affirmed by a large travelling 
retrospective exhibition organized in Japan in 1997–1998. Outside 
of Japan his works had been exhibited in group shows such as 
“Japon des avant gardes: 1910–1970” at the Centre Georges 
Pompidou in Paris in 1986 and “Japanese Art after 1945: Scream 
against the Sky”, presented in 1994 at the Guggenheim Museum 
in New York and other institutions. Interest in Suga has been 
further manifested during the last decade with the inclusion of 
his works in museum collections, such as the Tate Collection in 
London and the Guggenheim Abu Dhabi.

An Aspect as a Whole, 1978/2014; wood; variable dimensions. 
Installation view at Vangi Sculpture Garden Museum, Shizuoka, Japan, 2014. 
Courtesy of the artist. Photo: Tsuyoshi Satoh

Selected Exhibitions

Kishio Suga (1944, Morioka, Japan) lives and works in Ito, Japan. 
He has recently held exhibitions in international institutions 
including: the Museum of Contemporary Art, Tokyo (2015);  
Long Museum, Shanghai (2015); Jewish Museum, New York 
(2014); Punta della Dogana, Venice (2013); The Warehouse, 
Dallas (2013); and the Museum of Modern Art, New York (2012).  
In 2000 Suga was included in the 3rd Gwangju Biennial, and 
in 1978 the artist represented Japan at the 38th Venice Biennale. 
In 2016 two other important institutions are paying homage  
to Kishio Suga: the Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art, 
Edinburgh, and Dia: Chelsea, New York City.
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1   Critical Sections (Setsu no rinkai), 
1984/2016; fabric, branches, zinc plates, 
metal; variable dimensions. Courtesy of 
the artist and Blum & Poe, Los Angeles/
New York/Tokyo

2   Fieldology, 1974/2016; rope; 
variable dimensions. Courtesy of the 
artist and Blum & Poe, Los Angeles/
New York/Tokyo

3   Diagonal Phase (Shaisō), 
1969/2016; wood, plywood, stones; 
variable dimensions. Courtesy of the 
artist and Blum & Poe, Los Angeles/
New York/Tokyo

4   Continuous Existence — HB 
(Renkai — HB), 1977/2016; branches, rope, 
stones, paper; variable dimensions. 
Courtesy of the artist and Blum & Poe, 
Los Angeles/New York/Tokyo

5   Soft Concrete, 1970/2016; concrete, 
oil, metal plates; variable dimensions. 
The Rachofsky Collection and the Dallas 
Museum of Art through the TWO x TWO 
for AIDS and Art Fund.

6   Placement of Condition (Jōkyōchi), 
1973/2016; granite, wire; variable 
dimensions. Courtesy of the artist and 
Blum & Poe, Los Angeles/New York/Tokyo

7   Perimeter (Entai), 1985/1989; Ōya 
stones, wood; variable dimensions. 
Courtesy of the artist and Tomio Koyama 
Gallery, Tokyo

8   Condition of Situated Units (Ikyō), 
1975/2016; branches, steel rods; vari-
able dimensions. Courtesy of the artist 
and Tomio Koyama Gallery, Tokyo

9   Parallel Strata (Heiretsusō), 
1969/2016; paraffin wax; variable 
dimensions. Pinault Collection

10   Exposed Realm (Rokai), 1986/2016; 
wood, plywood, stone; variable 
dimensions. Courtesy of the artist and 
Blum & Poe, Los Angeles/New York/Tokyo

11   Unfolding Field (Noten), 1972/2016; 
bamboo, rope, stones, cement blocks; 
variable dimensions. Courtesy of the 
artist and Blum & Poe, Los Angeles/
New York/Tokyo

12   Matter and Location ( Ji’i), 
1980/2016; wood, branches, paper, 
cardboard, zinc plate, stones; variable 
dimensions. Courtesy of the artist and 
Blum & Poe, Los Angeles/New York/Tokyo

13   Abandoned Situation (Hōchi Jōkyō), 
1971/2016; corrugated pressed concrete 
sheet, cement, water, ink; variable 
dimensions. Courtesy of the artist and 
Blum & Poe, Los Angeles/New York/Tokyo

14   Units of Dependency (Izon’i), 
1974/2016; concrete bricks, stones, grass; 
variable dimensions. Courtesy of the 
artist and Blum & Poe, Los Angeles/ 
New York/Tokyo

15   Square Metal Pond, 1985/2016; 
galvanized iron; variable dimensions. 
Courtesy of the artist and Blum & Poe, 
Los Angeles/New York/Tokyo

16   Concealed and Enclosed  
Surroundings (Hōi Shūhei), 1997; 
wood, paint, metal rods, plastic and 
metal corrugated sheets, stone; 250 x 
340 x 340 cm. Itamuro Onsen Daikokuya

17   Contorted Positioning (Kyokui), 
1982/2016; wood, branches; variable 
dimensions. Courtesy of the artist and 
Blum & Poe, Los Angeles/New York/Tokyo

18   Infinite Situation III (door), 
1970/2016; wood, door, landscape; 
variable dimensions. Courtesy of the 
artist and Blum & Poe, Los Angeles/
New York/Tokyo

19   Periphery of Space (Kai no Sokuen), 
1980/2016; stones, paper, mirror, 
sand, branches; variable dimensions. 
Courtesy of the artist and Blum & Poe, 
Los Angeles/New York/Tokyo

20   Law of Multitude (Tabunritsu), 
1975/2016; plastic sheet, stones, 
cement blocks; variable dimensions. 
Guggenheim Abu Dhabi

21   Gap of the Entrance to the Space 
(Kainyūsa), 1979/2016; stones, zinc 
plates; variable dimensions.  
Pinault Collection

22   Separating Dependence (Izonsa), 
1973/2013; zinc plates, stones, cement 
blocks, metallic pipes; 410 x 639 x 1160 
cm. Courtesy of the artist and Tomio 
Koyama Gallery, Tokyo

23   Left-Behind Situation (Shachi 
Jōkyō), 1972/2016; wood, stones, wire 
rope; variable dimensions. Glenstone 
Foundation, Potomac, Maryland
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Pirelli HangarBicocca is a non-profit foundation, established in 2004, 
which has converted a former industrial plant in Milan into an insti-
tution for producing and promoting contemporary art.

This dynamic center for experimentation and discovery covers 15,000 
square meters, making it one of the largest contiguous exhibition 
spaces in Europe. It presents major solo shows every year by Ital-
ian and international artists, with each project conceived to work 
in close relation to the architecture of the complex, and explored 
in depth through a calendar of parallel events. Admission  to the 
space and the shows is completely free of charge, and facilitators 
are on hand to help the general public connect with the art. Since 
2013, Vicente Todolí has been the foundation’s Artistic Director.

The complex, which once housed a locomotive factory, includes an 
area for public services and educational activities, and three exhi-
bition spaces whose original twentieth-century architectural fea-
tures have been left clearly visible: Shed, Navate, and Cubo.

As well as its exhibitions program and cultural events, Pirelli 
HangarBicocca also permanently houses one of Anselm Kiefer’s 
most important site specific works, The Seven Heavenly Palaces 
2004-2015, commissioned for the opening of Pirelli HangarBicocca.
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Entrance to the exhibition “Situations”
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