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Yoshihisa Otani and Kanransha Gallery:
Considering the relationship between the individual
and society

FUJIOKA, Hayato

Kanransha Gallery in Tokyo, closed in February 2020. In this essay, I will be exploring
the gallery’s legacy through the oral history and life of its director, Yoshihisa Otani. Since
Kanransha Gallery opened in 1977, it has held host to a wide range of exhibitions. The
gallery is a commercial gallery; yet, its independence from other Japan-based commercial
galleries and its refusal to participate in art fairs has enabled Otani to critically explore his
own interests. In doing so, Otani has been able to hold innovative exhibitions in the gallery;
making his gallery unique in Japan. In this essay, I will employ Otani’s analysis of Tony
Cragg’s work as well as the research of Yoshio Fujimaki to argue that Otani sees artworks
as a “consequence of events”. I will then introduce Otani’s essay “Yoshihisa Otani from the
Gallery” written in October 1983 in order to examine Kanransha Gallery’s significance in
relation to the introduction of European contemporary art to Japan in the 1980s, as well as
the gallery’s underlying philosophy across its projects and 43 year-long history. To conclude,
I will draw upon the theoretical foundations of Cultural Studies and Raymond Williams’
writings on “the relationship between the individual and society” to propose that the gallery’s
director, Otani, used the notion of an “inner necessity of expression” as a key lens to look at
artworks and artists. In this process, I will draw on examples of work by Hamish Fulton and
Yoko Terauchi—artists represented by Kanrasha Gallery—and make key comparisons with
British art movements in the 1980s.
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