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11

In 1955–56, while studying at Sarah Lawrence College in Westchester County, 
New York, an institution at the time devoted solely to the education of women, Yoko 
Ono published short texts and poems in the school newspaper, The Campus. 
One of these contributions was a story titled “Of a Grapefruit in the World of Park”  
(figs. 2, 3), which appeared in the October 26, 1955, issue and would be of consid-
erable importance to the development of her work in the years to come.1 

Ono left Sarah Lawrence in the spring of 1956, after meeting experimental com-
poser Toshi Ichiyanagi, whom she married later that year. She kept working on the 
text in the subsequent years and, through successive versions, developed it into a 
score for a performance work titled A Grapefruit in the World of Park. The work was 
first presented in a group evening of music and poetry, in April 1961, at the Village 
Gate in New York. Other interpretations of the piece followed, including in the art-
ist’s performance at the Semaine Internationale de Musique Actuelle, Montreal, 
in August 1961, and in her first two solo concerts, held at Carnegie Recital Hall, 
New York, in November 1961 (fig. 1, pp. 68–69) and at the Sōgetsu Art Center, 
Tokyo, in May 1962 (pp. 84–91). In these events, A Grapefruit in the World of 
Park, whose manuscript had been written by a twenty-two-year-old student still 
very much unaware of what was happening around her,2 was presented alongside 
other works by Ono, in which key figures of the period, such as Yvonne Rainer 
and Tatsumi Hijikata, participated. Bridging Ono’s early years, from 1955 to 1962, 
A Grapefruit in the World of Park provides an opportunity to better understand both 
the unfolding and the singularity of her practice.

The original story, which calls to mind a theater piece, features a small group of 
mostly undefined characters in a park at the end of a company picnic, including 
a tall girl, a beautiful boy, an old, fat man, and a little girl. The plot centers on an 
unwanted grapefruit. The fruit cannot be thrown away, the reader is told, as food 
should not be wasted and the wastebasket is already full. The story quickly turns 
to the quandary of what can be done with the grapefruit. The beautiful boy starts 
by throwing the fruit into the air, and, when the tall girl asks him what else can 
be done with it, he sticks a pencil into it. Perhaps reacting against such a waste-
ful gesture, the girl laments about how she had only ten dollars to buy the food 
for the picnic. The boy, under the girl’s gaze, then enacts a series of actions that 
today might evoke the staging of a performance: first peeling the grapefruit’s skin, 
then dividing it into portions, and finally squeezing its flesh. Without being explic-
itly ordered to, the boy is led to destroy the fruit with his own fingers after having 
painstakingly prepared it, thus adding an unexpected dramatic ending to a story 
that began in the most mundane way. “His nostrils were slightly expanded, and his 
breath was quiet but violent,” according to the narrator, describing the boy after he 
had completed the act.

The association between violence and the everyday, often revealed through people’s 
interactions with one another, is a theme that would remain central to Ono’s work in 
the following decade, from Voice Piece for Soprano (1961), which asked participants 
to scream against the wind, the wall, and the sky, to Cut Piece (1964; pp. 106–9), in 
which the members of the audience are invited to cut away the performer’s clothing. 
Ono’s 1955 story also includes other elements that would later play an important 

YOKO ONO’S LIGHTNING YEARS
Christophe Cherix

PDF re
lea

se
d f

or 
rev

iew
 pu

rpo
se

s o
nly

. 

Not 
for

 pu
bli

ca
tio

n o
r w

ide
 di

str
ibu

tio
n.



role in her work. The text starts, for instance, with people turning their bodies to the 
sky—a sky “too high,” the narrator puzzlingly observes—and ends with an almost 
magical wind, which “crossed over the table, and gradually dried up the pasted skin 
and the row of the [grapefruit’s] seeds.” These motifs of the sky and the wind reap-
peared with force in the 1960s in a number of Ono’s works, such as Painting for the 
Wind (1961) and the media installation Sky TV (1966), which broadcasts in real time 
an image of the sky on a television monitor. “Of a Grapefruit in the World of Park,” in 
which nature, through the sky and the wind, bookends the story, shows that already 
in the mid-1950s Ono counterbalanced images of violence and darkness—the clos-
ing, for instance, tells us that “all vanished together into darkness”—with moments 
of pure contemplation and utter serenity. 

Around the time that Ono wrote “Of a Grapefruit in the World of Park,” she also 
started performing, privately and among friends, one of her oldest recorded works, 
Lighting Piece (pl. 25). The piece, which was not publicly presented until the 1961 
Carnegie Recital Hall concert,3 similarly brings together elements of plain beauty 
and latent violence. The instruction simply states: “Light a match and watch till it 
goes out.”4

One of the overarching characteristics of Ono’s work is that it doesn’t always require 
a public setting, such as a gallery, a museum, or a theater, to exist. It represents a 
notable shift from a past generation of artists dealing with the readymade and the 
everyday. Some of the most daring works of the twentieth century, from Marcel 
Duchamp’s Fountain (a urinal on a pedestal) to John Cage’s 4'33" (a musical score 
according to which performers are required not to play their instruments), are difficult 
to understand without taking into account the public nature of their presentation.5 

When A Grapefruit in the World of Park was presented to the public in 1961, the 
text (figs. 4–15) was significantly different, both in its syntactic structure and its 
symbolic connotations, from the earlier version. Ono preserved details from the 
original—such as the sky’s being too high and the need to purchase all the pic-
nic’s food with ten dollars—but edited the wording, redistributing the material and 
intertwining it with new text. The piece, now divided into twelve parts, reads not 
as a story but rather as a long freeform poem. The grapefruit itself takes on new 
significance with the added verses. The fruit is no longer fresh and juicy, but dry 
and wrinkled. The phrase “baby carriage” appears isolated in a strophe, devoid of 
any connection to the rest of the poem, and a chorus emphasizes even further the 
poem’s morbid tone:

let’s count the hairs of the dead child
let’s count the hairs of the dead child

At the Village Gate, Ono read the text onstage, while various contributors—Cage, 
Ichiyanagi, David Tudor, and La Monte Young, among others6—performed accord-
ing to her instructions, for instance by laughing aloud or playing atonal music. The 
piece fit well into the New York avant-gardist atmosphere of the moment. At times, 
the work was irreverent—as when a toilet was heard flushing during the action—
and at others somber and dark, but as a whole it was deeply personal and experi-
mental in its attempt to bring together poetry, music, theater, and performance. 

The grapefruit, a citrus hybrid, would soon become a metaphor for hybridity in 
Ono’s work, conveying both a personal point of view—her crossing of the Eastern 
and Western worlds—and a new artistic approach able to combine existing dis-
ciplines. When, in 1964, Ono self-published a collection of her instruction works 
in Japan, a book of prophetic importance to the art of the 1960s, she titled it 
Grapefruit, capturing in a single word a period of her life.

Grapefruit (pp. 100–105) is divided into five chapters. One of them, the second, 
is devoted to painting. The emphasis is surprising for an artist who had previously 

CHRISTOPHE CHERIX13YOKO ONO’S LIGHTNING YEARS 12

1. Photograph conceived as poster for  
Works by Yoko Ono at Carnegie Recital Hall,  

New York. 1961. Gelatin silver print,  
9 15∕16 x 7 15∕16" (25.3 x 20.2 cm). Poster: Yoko Ono.  

Photograph: George Maciunas
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CHRISTOPHE CHERIX15YOKO ONO’S LIGHTNING YEARS 14

2 and 3. “Of a Grapefruit in the World of Park,” The Campus  
(Bronxville, N.Y.: Sarah Lawrence College), October 26, 1955: 9–10
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CHRISTOPHE CHERIX17

alterations to the space in order to turn it into a gallery environment. He removed 
the plaster from some of the walls, thus exposing the original bricks, and altered 
the ceiling. The Fluxus archivist Barbara Moore, who didn’t see Ono’s installation 
but came to the gallery early on, remembers that Maciunas had “arch[ed] large 
sheets of semi-translucent heavy paper stock between the [ceiling] beams.”12

Ono installed her works without frames or pedestals. The pieces of canvas 
and sheets of paper were simply affixed to the walls or to a translucent screen 
installed in front of the gallery’s front windows (pl. 16). Painting to Be Stepped On, 
Waterdrop Painting (Version 1), and Waterdrop Painting (Version 2) were on the 
floor, in locations that vary from photograph to photograph, suggesting that some 
works were moved over the course of the exhibition. A long table stood before 
the window screen with additional items displayed on it, including Painting Until It 
Becomes Marble. 

Overall, the works didn’t compete with the architecture but let themselves be 
absorbed by it. Ono seems to have intentionally positioned her paintings, made of 
unprepared canvas, against the rough brick walls and on the worn tiled floor, and 
her drawings, consisting of black ink on white paper, on the plastered white walls. 
The impression of the work merging with its surroundings was reinforced by the 
hanging of ink drawings on both sides of the translucent screen, two on the front 
side and one on the back.

At AG Gallery, the feeling of a unified display was further reinforced by the fact that 
all the pieces of canvas had been cut from the same roll, which Ono had acquired 
a few months earlier from an army surplus shop during the Chambers Street Loft 
Series. A photograph shows that a large portion of canvas had been hung in the 
loft, essentially creating a makeshift backdrop and surface for actions performed 
by the artist. 

Ono’s contributions to the Chambers Street Loft Series and the staging of her 
first exhibition attest to how crucial a role the environment plays in the conception 
of her work. A similar interest is seen in a body of work made a decade earlier: 
Robert Rauschenberg’s White Paintings, created at Black Mountain College, in 
North Carolina, during the summer of 1951. Cage, who was a friend and supporter 
of Ono, first captured the groundbreaking nature of Rauschenberg’s achievement, 
when, in 1961, he described the monochromatic panels as “airports for the lights, 
shadows, and particles.”13 

Neither Ono’s early paintings nor Rauschenberg’s White Paintings are to be under-
stood solely in relation to their materiality. What gives them the status of works of 
art is less the canvases that constitute them than the process of interaction and 
change triggered by their display. In some ways, they exist only while they are being 
experienced, very much as live performances would. As Rauschenberg explained, 
“My black paintings and my white paintings are either too full or too empty to be 
thought—thereby they remain visual experiences. These pictures are not Art.”14 
Similarly, Ono’s works are not intended as art in and of themselves. Painting to Be 
Stepped On, for instance, does not have to be stepped on, but it must be placed 
on the floor, within reach of visitors. Its materiality remains secondary to its ability 
to generate potential activities in the viewer’s mind. Perhaps like nothing before 
it—Rauschenberg’s White Paintings included—Ono’s works are performative by 
nature. They exist primarily by means of their being shown to the viewer.

In November 1966, five years after the AG Gallery exhibition, Ono opened a show 
at Indica Gallery in London (pp. 158–63), only her second solo gallery exhibi-
tion to date. The presentation featured Ono’s first body of sculptures. For one of 
these, she placed a fresh apple on a tall transparent pedestal that had been spe-
cially designed for it (pl. 70). The work comes with no instruction: the engraved 
plate affixed to the pedestal contains only a title, Apple. If Apple can be seen as 

YOKO ONO’S LIGHTNING YEARS 16

shown little interest in traditional painting. Rather than images of paintings, the 
publication offers instructions for paintings in which the paint and brush are often 
relegated to a secondary role. A number of these instructions were realized on the 
occasion of the artist’s first solo exhibition, at AG Gallery, New York, in July 1961 
(pp. 58–67). At least three of them had already been enacted a few months earlier, 
during the Chambers Street Loft Series (pp. 48–53), a run of performances and 
concerts held in Ono’s loft. 

At AG Gallery, in at least two instances, Ono presented a text written on a sheet of 
paper next to an exhibited work. In 2008, she mentioned that she had “asked Toshi 
Ichiyanagi to write out cards explaining the functions to display on the side of each 
painting . . . [but] he managed to write [only] two cards.”7 The text, from 1960, for 
Painting to Be Stepped On (1960/1961; pl. 13) states: 

 A WORK TO BE STEPPED ON 

For Painting in Three Stanzas (1961; pl. 11), a piece of canvas with a vine stuck 
through it, we read:

 It ends when its covered with leaves,
 It ends when the leaves wither,
 It ends when it turns to ashes,
 And a new vine will grow, __________

The first text offers the viewer the opportunity to physically interact with the work—
even at the risk of damaging it—while the other implies that a number of upcoming 
changes in the painting, not explicitly dependent on the participation of the view-
ers, need to happen for the work to be complete. According to Ono’s explanation, 
these texts state the “functions” of the exhibited works—so, in other words, the 
particular activities intended for each painting. “The works on display all had some 
function,” Ono further explicated.8 Painting to Let the Evening Light Go Through 
(1961) filtered the light at the end of day, while two pieces titled Waterdrop Painting 
(1961; pl. 14) received drops of water. 

The status of the texts displayed in the exhibition, or of the verbal commentaries 
that replaced them when no text was given, is different from that of the instruc-
tions shown by the artist the following year, at Sōgetsu Art Center in Tokyo. On this 
occasion, the instructions, composed and translated by Ono and handwritten in 
Japanese by Ichiyanagi, were simply hung on the walls, clearly meant to be con-
sidered works themselves (pls. 28–31). In 1995, Ono explained: “I did a show of 
instruction paintings at AG Gallery in New York, but that was exhibiting canvases 
with instructions attached to them. Displaying just the instructions as paintings 
was going one step further, pushing visual art to its optimum conceptualism.”9 

Most of the works shown at the AG Gallery are presumed to be lost, and only 
a few have been realized again by the artist since the exhibition. We know the 
content of the show thanks to photographs taken by one of the gallery’s found-
ers, George Maciunas. Maciunas treated photography as a means “to create an 
inventory of world art,”10 photographing, for instance, building facades, details of 
sculptures, and city views “with a very sharp focus in the depths of the image, 
devoid of human beings and traffic.”11 He shot Ono’s exhibition with the same eye 
toward intelligibility and comprehensiveness that he demonstrated in his previ-
ous photo campaigns. The works are unexpectedly documented at close range, 
with only a few overall installation shots, as if the photographer considered the 
paintings to exist primarily on their own and not necessarily in their relationship 
to the visitors.

The AG Gallery was located on the second floor of a small building on Madison 
Avenue, on New York’s Upper East Side. Maciunas made a number of significant 
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4–15. Typescript for A Grapefruit in the World of Park. 1955/c. 1961.  
Twelve typewritten pages, each 11 x 8 1∕2" (27.9 x 21.6 cm)
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11. Painting in Three Stanzas. 1961. Installed in  
Paintings & Drawings by Yoko Ono. Sumi ink on canvas with vine, 

dimensions unknown. Instruction (pl. 12) partially visible at  
upper right. Photograph: George Maciunas

12. Instruction for Painting in Three Stanzas. 1961.  
Handwritten by Toshi Ichiyanagi. Ink on the  

back of an AG Gallery program announcement card,  
3 3∕8 x 10 5∕8" (8.5 x 27 cm)

PAINTINGS & DRAWINGS BY YOKO ONO61

10. Poster for Paintings & Drawings by Yoko Ono. 1961.  
Designed by Yoko Ono and George Maciunas. Offset, 8 x 10 3∕16" (20.3 x 25.8 cm)

1960 –1962 60
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14. Waterdrop Painting (Version 1). 1961.  
Installed in Paintings & Drawings by Yoko Ono.  

Sumi ink and water on canvas, dimensions unknown.  
Photograph: George Maciunas

PAINTINGS & DRAWINGS BY YOKO ONO63

13. Painting to Be Stepped On. 1960/1961.  
Installed with instruction in Paintings & Drawings by Yoko Ono.  

Sumi ink on canvas, dimensions unknown.  
Photograph: George Maciunas

1960 –1962 62

PDF re
lea

se
d f

or 
rev

iew
 pu

rpo
se

s o
nly

. 

Not 
for

 pu
bli

ca
tio

n o
r w

ide
 di

str
ibu

tio
n.



SELECTED PRESS CLIPPINGS75

Gene Swenson, Artnews 60, no. 5 (September 1961): 17.

1960–1962 74

Ross Parmenter, “Contemporary Japanese  
Offering at the Village Gate Proves Unusual 

Fare,” New York Times, April 4, 1961.

Yoko Ono, Toshi Ichiyanagi, and  
Toshiro Mayuzumi. 1961.  

Uncropped photograph by Minoru Niizuma.
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Alan Rich, “Far-Out Music Is Played at Carnegie,”  
New York Times, November 25, 1961.

Jill Johnston, “Life and Art,” The Village Voice,  
December 7, 1961: 10.
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Thank you for downloading this preview of Yoko Ono: One Woman Show 
1960-1971. To continue reading, purchase the book by clicking here.

MoMA publications are available to individual customers in several ways. 

MoMA Online
www.MoMAStore.org

MoMA Mail Order
Tel. (toll-free): 800 447 6662
Fax: 212 333 1127

MoMA Stores
   The MoMA Design and Book Store
   11 West 53 Street, New York, NY 10019
   Tel.: 212 708 9400
   The MoMA Design Store, SoHo
   81 Spring Street, New York, NY 10012
   Tel.: 646 613 1367
   MoMA Books
   The Museum of Modern Art, 2nd Floor
Independent, chain, and online bookstores offer MoMA titles worldwide. 
Contact your favorite bookstore to inquire about new and recent MoMA 
titles. If the title you are seeking is unavailable, please inform your bookstore 
that MoMA titles can be ordered from our trade distributors.

Trade Orders

Most MoMA publications are distributed to the trade in the United States 
and Canada by ARTBOOK | D.A.P. and outside the United States and Canada 
by Thames & Hudson, Ltd.
Bookstores, book distributors, and libraries should direct all orders, invoice 
questions, and title, price, and availability inquiries to:
ARTBOOK | D.A.P.
155 Sixth Avenue, 2nd Floor
New York, NY 10013-1507
Tel.: 800 338 2665
www.artbook.com
Thames & Hudson Distributors, Ltd.
Littlehampton Book Services
Faraday Close, Durnington, Worthing
West Sussex, BN13 2RB
Tel.: +44 (0) 1903 828501
www.thamesandhudson.co.uk

PDF re
lea

se
d f

or 
rev

iew
 pu

rpo
se

s o
nly

. 

Not 
for

 pu
bli

ca
tio

n o
r w

ide
 di

str
ibu

tio
n.
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