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Zen and Contemporary Art in the United States of 1950-
60s: Opposition and Detachment

FaN Lolo

In the 1950s and 1960s, American artistic expression was
said to have been greatly influenced by Eastern thought, as
represented by Zen. This study examines the role that Eastern
thought was expected to play in the prevailing American
artistic concept and counterculture of the time. The author
has previously examined the idea that the appearance of Zen
elements in American art at the time was superficial and
merely a gesture of some sort. This study will further examine
this point from a different perspective. In this study, I take the
central concepts in the counterculture to be “opposition” and
“detachment,” and focus on their nature from the perspective
of the concepts that seem to correspond to them in Zen.
From this, I will examine how essential, or conversely, how
superficial, the citation of Zen-like elements may have been.
If so, what were American artists trying to show by quoting
them?
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