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Dan Flavin and Conceptual Art

Hirokazu Mizunuma

Dan Flavin (1933-96), creator of installations out of fluorescent tubes, is widely known today as one of
the major Minimalist artists. On the other hand, the fact that Flavin took a pioneering role in the emergence of
Conceptual Art from Minimalism from around the mid 1960s onwards, and his influence on some of the artists
involved in the movement at the time, is little known. The purpose of this article is to consider the position and
function of Flavin’s works during the formation of Conceptual Art in New York. Flavin’s works give equal cre-
dence to visual elements and conceptual elements, but this article will focus on their conceptual elements.

Flavin’s works were particularly closely related to the following two events that occurred during the pro-
cess of the creation of Conceptual Art. The first, the trend toward dematerialization of art that occurred during
the transition period from Minimalism to Conceptual Art, is addressed in the first section of this article. Many
of the Minimalist artists only created the plans for their works, leaving the actual production of the planned ob-
jects to specialists. But since an original, created object still remained from the process, the result was not fun-
damentally different from earlier art works. However, a different kind of situation arose in Flavin’s case. He
displayed works that were made up of ordinary fluorescent tubes used as lighting equipment either in or out of
a gallery setting, with the tubes arranged in the gallery on the basis of his plan. Once the exhibition was over,
the function of these tubes ended and they could revert to everyday objects and the works themselves could be
preserved as plans. To state it conversely, the existence of a universal system used throughout the world known
as flourescent tubes was essential for the preservation of the works solely in plan form. Thanks to the works’
dependence on the fluorescent tube system, the works’s sameness is maintained and preserved through plans
and certificates recording simple diagrams or words. In this manner, the state of existence of Flavin’s works that
show this unique stance vis-a-vis materiality, can be considered closer to some aspects of conceptual art than to
the majority of Minimalist art works.

The second event was the appearance of Conceptual Art as a context criticism that functionally considers
the relationship between art’s context and the context outside of art, as represented by the works and writings of
Dan Graham (b. 1942), and Daniel Buren (b. 1938). The second section of this article considers, in reference to
Dan Graham’s writings, the influence of Dan Flavin’s works in the formation of Conceptual Art as context criti-
cism. Amidst the self-referential Minimalism that abandoned experiments querying the function of art works in
social contexts, Flavin’s works that took in, as is, the socio-economically regulated fluorescent lighting system,
demonstrated to the younger generation the potential that reveals the relativity of art context and non-art con-
text through the medium of the meaning and function of lighting equipment. Dan Graham can be said to have
brought important results to the visual arts because he distanced himself from the formalism that was extremely
influential in early 1960s New York and presented functionalist contextual issues. And undoubtedly Flavin’s
works had an immense influence on the formation process of Graham’s works and writings.

(Translated by Martha J. McClintock)
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