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preface

Compared to other neo-avant-garde movements that emerged during the 1960s, conceptual
art is conspicuous by virtue of the lack of serious discussion by art historians and critics over
the last two decades. This gap in the reception is particularly ironic given the tremendous
influence conceptual art has had on subsequent artistic developments, on the critical discussion
surrounding the concept of postmodernism, and on the recognition and use, more generally,
of various forms of theory by artists, curators, critics, and historians.

There are signs that this deficiency is being remedied, however, with the recent publica-
tion of the writings of a growing number of conceptual artists and the staging of large exhibi-
tions surveying conceptualism at major museums. The MIT Press has played a crucial role in
supporting this renewed interest, so we were delighted when it agreed to publish this collection.
Our hope is that it will make a valuable contribution to this resurgence, serving teachers and
students of the period as well as artists, historians, and critics.

Included in our selection are some of the best-known texts of conceptual art, a number
of lesser-known, previously unpublished or untranslated materials, as well as articles and inter-
views produced specifically for this volume. Each of these, in its own way, provides considerable
insight into the period.

The volume is organized chronologically from 1966 to 1977. The final two sections
present memoirs by artists involved in the initial historical moment and a selection of the most

important critical and scholarly histories of conceptual art written to date. The images we



have chosen to include are not meant to function as illustrations but as separate, stand-alone
documents augmenting the written material.

We are grateful to the authors and publishers of the texts and illustrations for granting
us permission to reproduce their material. For clerical and editorial support, we are indebted
to Diana Dopson and Lora Rempel. For translation assistance, we thank Nora M. Alter, Trilce
Navarrete, and Maya Rabasa. For photographic expertise, we are grateful to Anne Naldrett.
For recommendations of specific texts and the overall scope of the project, we are obliged to
Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, Hal Foster, Charles Harrison, Lucy R. Lippard, Juan Maidagan,
Mari Carmen Ramirez, Martha Rosler, and Dolores Zinny. Finally, we would like to thank
Roger Conover at the MIT Press, whose consistent patience and guidance throughout every

step of this project made the realization of this volume possible.
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reconsidering conceptual art, 1966-1977
alexander alberro

From its inception, and continuing to this very day, conceptual art has been entangled in
controversy by those who stake claims to its foundational moment.! This phenomenon is
highly paradoxical given that, as with avant-garde practice in general, the emergence of concep-
tual art was the result of complicated processes of selection, fusion, and rejection of antecedent
forms and strategies.? Claims for the clarity and purity of the foundational lineage of concep-
tual art, therefore, should be considered with skepticism, since they are so limited, confusing,
and often explicitly constructed in order to promote a particular, partial legacy. Of course, this
is not uncommon in the history of modern art, but it is remarkably blatant at the moment of
conceptual art.

Let me begin by delineating various art-historical genealogies that led to the increasing
conceptualization of artistic practices in the 1960s. In particular, four trajectories can be
singled out as strong precursors of conceptual art. The first includes the self-reflexivity of mod-
ernist painting and sculpture that systematically problematizes and dismantles the integral
elements of the traditional structure of the artwork. One of the recurring characteristics in

much art that is referred to as conceptual is the consideration of every one of the constituting



elements of the artwork as equal components. In the process, the valuation of technical manual
skill is largely (if not entirely) abandoned, as well as the notion of an original, cohesive work.
In turn, serial and highly schematic structures emerge, placing the inherently hierarchical con-
cept of quality under duress. The second trajectory, what can be termed “reductivism,” will
push the conventional objectness of the artwork toward the threshold of a complete demateria-
lization. Increasingly, in works following this strand, the visual elements of an artwork are
challenged, the prominence of text expands, and the degree to which viewing is dependent
upon the integration of contingent and contextual elements becomes a focal point. The nega-
tion of aesthetic content marks a third genealogy of conceptualism. This is an antecedent that
can ultimately be traced back to the work of Marcel Duchamp and which, by way of a series
of mediations throughout the twentieth century, places art at the threshold of information.
The fourth trajectory that leads to conceptual art is one that problematizes placement. Here,
the subject of the work becomes both a reflection on the conventions that will frame it or
situate it, and a self-questioning of how it will be communicated or displayed. Among the
results of this lineage will be the melding of the work with the surrounding architectural envi-
ronment, and its integration within the context of publicity (including newspapers, magazines,
books, even advertisement billboards). In its broadest possible definition, then, the conceptual
in art means an expanded critique of the cohesiveness and materiality of the art object, a grow-
ing wariness toward definitions of artistic practice as purely visual, a fusion of the work with
its site and context of display, and an increased emphasis on the possibilities of publicness

and distribution.?

Given the complexity of genealogical strands and avant-garde strategies that combined to com-
prise what came to be referred to as conceptual art, it is not surprising that conceptualism
during the mid to late 1960s was a contested field of multiple and opposing practices, rather
than a single, unified artistic discourse and theory. Be that as it may, there are several aesthetic
theories or models of conceptual art that can be discerned to have a certain preeminence or
predominance as shaping or influencing forces. One of the most significant of these is repre-
sented by the work of Joseph Kosuth, Christine Kozlov, and the Art & Language group. Kosuth
describes the distinguishing characteristics of this aesthetic theory that I will refer to as “linguis-
tic conceptualism” in his three-part essay “Art After Philosophy” (1969), where he advances
an exposition of conceptualism undergirded by the tenets of logical positivism, in particular

A.]. Ayer’s Language, Truth and Logic (1936).* According to Kosuth’s thesis, questioning the
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nature of art should be the main concern of artists. Remaining within traditional categories
of painting and sculpture, however, obstructs such inquiry since these artistic categories are
conventional and their legitimacy is taken for granted. Thus these categories should be disa-
vowed, regarded as anachronistic, useless, even detrimental, to artists.

This main line of argument leads Kosuth to reconsider the history of modern art as it is
conventionally narrated, and to dismiss the relevance of artists such as Edouard Manet, Paul
Cézanne, and the cubists, whose work as art he deems valid only on morphological grounds,
that is, only insofar as they remained tied to the medium of painting. Instead Kosuth champi-
ons an alternate canon of art—one that is characterized by the subversion of the old classifica-
tions—represented by his understanding of the legacy of Marcel Duchamp. “The ‘value’ of
particular artists after Duchamp,” he writes, can be weighed according to how much they
rejected “the handed-down ‘language’ of traditional art” and thereby freed from morphological
constrictions inquiry into the meaning of art.’ Given this formulation, in which a work’s im-
portance is exclusively located in its meaning, the problem of referentiality arises. Presumably,
prioritizing the conceptual content of art, its intelligibility, requires an account that is more
than self-reflexive.

It is in this connection that Kosuth introduces Ayer’s evaluation of Immanuel Kants
distinction between analytic and synthetic propositions. Following Ayer, Kosuth argues that
forms of art that depend for their validity on being verified by the world and “the ‘infinite
space’ of the human condition” are synthetic propositions while “forms of art most clearly
finally referable only to art” are analytic propositions.® Then, making the unlikely pairing of
analytic proposition and meaning on the one hand, and synthetic proposition and language
on the other, Kosuth brackets off and expels any questions of a referential dimension from his
theoretical model, concluding that “art’s only claim is for art. Art is the definition of art.””

This last point bears elaborating, and perhaps can best be understood by comparing
Kosuth’s claims about his own work with the theoretical underpinnings of the work of his
closest associates in the early 1970s, Terry Atkinson, Michael Baldwin, and the Art & Language
group. The main corpus of the latter in the late 1960s consists of numerous texts presented in
an art context as analytic arguments about the nature of art objects and assertions about art.
As early as 1967, these artists articulated a position that parallels the claims Kosuth was to
make in the next couple of years, for example their shared repudiation of art legitimated on
the basis of morphology, and their avowal of what Atkinson referred to as a “declarative meth-

odology” whereby artworks are deemed to achieve their status as such by the nominal, metalin-



guistic act of asserting their “art-context.” But while Kosuth’s investigations, as I noted earlier,
interrogate the nature of art, Art & Language’s work focuses on an analysis of “the linguistic
usage of both plastic art itself and its support languages, namely word-language.”®

If Kosuth’s point of departure is his rejection of formalist art legitimated only by its
morphological similarity to previous art, Art & Language’s point of departure is the rejection
of the simple materiality of minimal art. For, as Baldwin noted in an early expository article
on his and Atkinson’s “Air-Conditioning Show,” even the site-specific work of minimalism
depends on the visual dimension for cognition.” Indeed, Baldwin’s comments in this article
summon a range of issues that concerned the Art & Language group in the following years.
First, there is the issue of reductivism. Baldwin traces the development of reductivism that
characterizes avant-garde practice in New York in the preceding years—{rom self-sufficient
objects placed within a gallery, to site-specific artworks visible in the gallery space, to the invis-
ible site-specific artwork—and places the notion of an “Air-Conditioning Show” firmly within
that trajectory. At the same time, the idea proposed by Baldwin of an invisible art shifts the
cognitive emphasis of the artwork from material vehicle to conceptual content in a way that
parallels Kosuth’s arguments for the deemphasis of language in favor of meaning. And finally,
there is the issue of language. For if the material employed in the “Air-Conditioning Show”
discussed by Baldwin is perceptually invisible, it is so only if one expects art to be solely a
matter of “‘looking at’ objects” rather than “‘reading from’” objects,” as Atkinson phrased it.!°
But if one accepts written language—“i.e., paper with ink lines upon it”—to be physically
and visually perusable, then not only do works such as the “Air-Conditioning Show” become
visible, but nothing prevents the idea of art from broadening to include critical or theoretical
speculations on art as an art material as well.!' And of course once art language is considered
“inside the framework of ‘conceptual art,’”” the distinction between work and text becomes
blurred, leading to questions about the status of artworks such as the following, posed by
Atkinson in the first issue of Are-Language: The Journal of Conceptual Art: “Can this editorial,”
asks Atkinson rhetorically, “in itself an attempt to evince some outlines as to what ‘conceptual
art’ is, come up for the count as a work of conceptual art?”!2

Similar to Atkinson’s and Baldwin’s, Kosuth’s starting point, as I suggested earlier, is also
in the declarative act of deeming art objects, or in Kosuth’s terms “art-propositions,” meaning-
ful as such. But that nominal act reaches its threshold much earlier in Kosuth’s art practice than
it does in Atkinson’s and Baldwin’s. Whereas the latter are concerned primarily with the func-

tion of the metalanguage in which the physical art objects reside, Kosuth’s exclusive concern is
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with the nature of the thing declared an art object. To put this another way, unlike Atkinson
and Baldwin’s inquiry into the relationship between the specific artwork and the more general
art discourse (“the language-use of the art society,” as Atkinson once pithily put it), Kosuth’s
project is concerned with the relation of the definition of art to art, which he locates exclusively

in the completeness of the artist’s idea of art.'?

Although the model of conceptualism articulated and given form by Kosuth and the Art &
Language group quickly became, and has remained, the dominant one, the conceptualist work
of Mel Bochner, Hanne Darboven, Sol LeWitt, Lee Lozano, Brian O’Doherty, and others in
the mid to late 1960s deals with different—even opposed—sets of interests than those of
linguistic conceptualism. LeWitt, for example, argued that the elimination of the perceptual
object in favor of an emphasis on the conceptual process was a way of dismantling myths of
integrated subjectivity. In what stands as the first manifesto of conceptual art, “Paragraphs on
Conceptual Art” of 1967, LeWitt sets up a binary between expressionist art which requires
rational decisions to be made throughout the process of an artwork’s execution, and conceptual
art in which all decisions about execution are made in advance. By extension, LeWitt differen-
tiates between perceptual art that depends on visual forms and conceptual art that is “made to
engage the mind of the viewer rather than his eye.” LeWitt’s account of conceptual art, then,
proposes that the concept determines what the artwork will look like. The idea, he writes,
becomes “a machine that makes the art,” a logical operation that “eliminates the arbitrary,
capricious, and the subjective as much as possible.”'* But, unlike Kosuth’s aesthetic theory,
which posits that the idea itself can be considered the art, for LeWitt the process of conception
stands in a complementary relation to the process of realization, mutually supplying each oth-
er’s lack, and thus of equal importance.

Basically, I interpret LeWitt’s aesthetic theory as opposed to Kosuth’s. Whereas the lat-
ter’s is characterized by a rational mode of artistic production that affirms the centered and
authorial artist—the decisionmaker from beginning to end—LeWitt’s theory proposes a mode
of production that is opposed to rationalism; the work is produced following a logical sequence
that does not require intuition, creativity, or rational thought. Thus the work reads without
the testimony of the privileged artist; this process of production is fundamentally, in a word,
irrational."” Furthermore, consistent with his rational standpoint, Kosuth’s aesthetic theory
clearly restricts viewing experience to two possibilities: the viewer either comprehends the idea,
or does not. As he states polemically in a 1969 interview, “The public’s not interested in art

anyway. . . . No more interested in art than they are with physics.”'® In contrast, LeWitts



model of conceptualism posits an unlimited public. The content of artworks produced follow-
ing this model is more than the private history of the artist and allows a multiplicity of readings.
In this respect, whereas Kosuth formulates an aesthetic theory based upon the epitome of
positivist thinking—the tautological model—LeWitt’s aesthetic theory references positivism
only to break out of it by introducing the subjective dimension of the beholder. “Once out of
his hand,” LeWitt writes, “the artist has no control over the way a viewer will perceive the
work. Different people will understand the same thing in a different way.”"”

It is in this context that the early work of artists such as Bas Jan Ader, Adrian Piper,
Christopher D’Arcangelo, Vito Acconci, and others who steered conceptual art toward an in-
creasing emphasis on the body ought chiefly to be seen. Acconci’s Following Piece of 1969, for
instance, provides a concrete example of a type of work that integrates the decentering of the
artist into its formal and constitutive elements while incorporating the artist’s body into the
work. Following Piece is essentially a chronological list that meticulously describes the public
activities of an anonymous urban dweller on a particular day during the month of October
1969. Each day in this month, Acconci would follow a randomly chosen person in the streets
of New York City as long as he could, until the person followed entered a private place. Thus
by their very nature variants of Following Piece differ in length. Some last for only two or three
minutes—that is until the person followed enters their home and closes the door, or enters
their car and speeds off; others last seven or eight hours, continuing as the person goes to
various public places such as a restaurant, movie, or store.

In addition, by rejecting all manual intrusion on the part of the artist, relying instead on
an a priori scheme that generates itself once the person to be followed is (randomly) selected,
Acconci’s Following Piece also effects the total depersonalization of the work. It is mechanical
and irrational: it does not require the artist to make choices. The artist is carried along through
the streets of the city by the activities of another (anonymous) person; decisions of time and
space are out of his hands, as it were, and he virtually disappears behind the system’s self-
generation. Once produced, variants of Following Piece could then be reactivated or performed
by the artist or any other interested party at will. The work is thus reduced to a purely descrip-
tive analysis of an episode, and all composition, narrative, and interiority is negated. In what
is now the inverse of a work that functions as “a working out, a thinking out, of all the implica-
tions of all aspects of the concept ‘art,’” as Kosuth puts it, the process of decentering is absolute
in Following Piece—there is no connection back to the artist through the work. Rather it is the
contingent experience of the person reactivating the work that becomes the focus, while the

physical space of the city becomes the ground of the work.
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If, however, we turn to the late 1960s work of Lawrence Weiner and Douglas Huebler, another
model of conceptual art can be discerned—one that integrates the decentering of the artist
into its formal and constitutive elements in an attempt to democratize the production and
reception of art. Weiner’s art practice of this period is characterized by a radical dislocation of
the notion of the sign. Rather than functioning as a general sign, presenting the physical art
object and the conceptual information that supplements and closes the art object, Weiner most
often presents the information of the work only in the form of a statement. These statements
define linguistically the material structure of the work, presenting in the past participle facts
about its materials and processes of production. A case in point is “One Hole in the Ground
Approximately 1’ X 1" X 1’. One Gallon Water Based White Paint Poured into this Hole.”
The use of the past participle is in itself significant insofar as it simultaneously allows for the
conclusiveness of the description as well as the prospect of a future realization. Importantly,
Weiner does not write, for example, “dig a hole in the ground, and take a gallon of water-based
white paint and pour it into this hole,” but chooses the past tense exclusively because, as he
put it, “To use the imperative would be for me fascistic. . . . The tone of command is the tone
of tyranny.”'® But one of the remarkable features of Weiner’s art is that it is equally valid
whether communicated verbally or materially documented.! In this sense, the hole into which
a gallon of water-based white paint was poured is not a discrete work but one link in a chain
of signifiers that summon and refer to one another—a metonymic chain that includes the oral
communication, the published statement, the process of carrying out the declaration, the resi-
due of this act, the photographic documentation, and so on. In short, the work could take
innumerable physical forms.?

Even more problematic, perhaps, is Weiner’s assertion that the work does not have to
take form. For at this time Weiner also formulated the by now infamous “declaration of intent”

that has been the criteria for the execution of his work since late 1968:

1. The artist may construct the piece

2. The piece may be fabricated

3. The piece need not be builr

Each being equal and consistent with the intent of the artist, the decision as to condition rests

with the receiver upon the occasion of receivership.?!

In light of the interpretation of Weiner’s art that has so far emerged, several aspects of this

proclamation seem particularly significant. For one thing, it posits either the artist or some-



body else fabricating or describing the piece as equal conditions for the production of his work,
thereby abolishing the traditional notion of artist-centered production.?? For another, the proc-
lamation indicates that the artwork requires that one try to diminish the distance between
beholding and producing, joining the beholder and the work in a single signifying practice.
Further, Weiner’s instructions are for any interested body, collector or otherwise, and hence
destabilize the myth of authority and authorship. The work thus represents a method of art
production, distribution, and consumption with a degree of egalitarianism that is virtually
unprecedented in the history of twentieth-century art.?

The inversion of traditional practices of fabricating, exhibiting, and distributing works
of art put into operation by Weiner’s theoretical model of conceptualism places his work out-
side the parameters of LeWitts aesthetic theory of conceptual art. For although LeWitt elimi-
nated rational decisionmaking from the manufacture stage of the work, thereby separating
execution from artistic value, he maintained that the work should still take on a physical form.
Weiner's work of the late 1960s, I am suggesting, is set apart from LeWitt’s because the partici-
patory model is pushed to its logical conclusion. Now one of the explicit conditions of the
work is that it need not be built, and the decision of whether to actually give the piece physical
form is left completely up to the viewer, or in the terminology of Weiner at the time, the
“receiver.”?® The activation of the receiver is the direct result of the eclipse of the authorial
figure of the artist.”

But I want to go further and propose that when exhibited, the self-reflexivity of Weiner’s
work touches on the work’s value as economic exchange. Indeed, a typical characteristic of
Weiner’s exhibited works in the late 1960s was the accompanying acknowledgment of the
collector who owned the piece. Those works yet unsold were cited as in a “private collection,”
and one in every ten or so was referenced as in “public frechold.” Insofar as in its production
the work is deprivileged in every respect, the ever-present proprietary supplement renders the
logic of the exchange in the market a subject of contemplation.?® From here it’s only a step to
suggest that whereas the aesthetic use value of one of Weiner’s works is democratized, the
operation of the work emphasizes the exclusivity of a certain experience—the experience of
ownership. And it requires only a slightly greater step to conclude that it’s essentially a mecha-

nism of economic exchange that allows a gesture to circulate as an artwork in the culture.

What makes Weiner’s work of the late 1960s so suggestive is the introduction it provides for
an analysis of an even more radical alternative to what later came to be the dominant theoretical

model of conceptualism. In contrast to the other strands of conceptualism I have thus far
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examined, this one did not stop its interrogation of the underlying essence of an artwork at
linguistic or economic conditions. Rather, artists such as Daniel Buren, Marcel Broodthaers,
Hans Haacke, and various collective groups formed in the early 1970s around The Fox, or the
activist Artists Meeting for Cultural Change in New York, deemed the ideological conditions
of the institution of art to be fundamental to the validation of artworks. This development was
part of a larger shift from the primacy of works that critiqued the idea of autonomous art and
authoritative artists toward works that addressed the invisible institutional mechanisms that
structure and define art in advanced capitalist society—more accurately, from work that de-
centered the artist to work that commented on the decentered artist.”” From this point of view,
artistic production is considered to be overdetermined by the underlying system of rules of the
institution of art. The individuality and creativity of artists capable of producing and exhib-
iting works, indeed everything that had been attributed to artistic subjectivity, now came to be
considered residual, alienated phenomena.

Haacke’s model of conceptualism developed over the course of the 1960s.2® As the de-
cade unfolded, however, the emphasis in his work shifted from natural and biological systems
to social systems. Part and parcel of this shift was the diminished role of the artist, culminating
in works that virtually produce themselves such as MoMA-Poll (1970) and Gallery-Visitor’s
Profile (1969-73), which employ systemic methods for gathering data on social phenomena.
In addition to the reduced role of the artist as producer, these works also problematize the
networks of relationships through which power is exercised in the art world and expose the
social, economic, and political bases of that power.

In this connection it is revealing to look briefly at one of Haacke’s earliest conceptualist
works, the Gallery-Visitors Profile. Haacke’s schema reflects upon the characteristics of the
people who attend the site where the artwork is exhibited. Gallery-Visitor’s Profile employs an
empiricist method of accumulating information to compose a statistical breakdown of the
gallery-goer: according to age, gender, religious belief, ethnicity, class, occupation, and so on.
The result is a work that explicitly recognizes that the work of art’s status as such arises not
from characteristics of its own inner logic, nor from the nominal act of the autonomous agent
in absolute control of his creative impulses, but, in the first place, from the “relative ideological
frame” of the privileged social group that constitutes the art audience and administers the
discourse of art in our society, and second, from the gallery-museum power nexus that bestows
value upon a work of art. With Gallery-Visitor’s Profile, then, we are a long way from ideas of
the work of art as an analytic proposition. In fact, Haacke’s work is closer to what Kosuth had

categorized as a “synthetic” proposition. For rather than posing the artwork and art world as



an isolated circuit, these works clearly transcend their context and intersect with the ideological
values of the culture at large.

In a similar way, Daniel Buren’s late 1960s work integrates the framing conventions not
only of the art object but also of the art world in general into its formal and thematic content.
At the same time, Buren’s work unsettles myths of integrated subjectivity and the authorial role
of the artist, thereby echoing the work of his U.S. counterparts such as LeWitt and Weiner. But
whereas the latter maintained their investigations on the abstract level, Buren turned instead to
submitting the constant of his stripe motif to an ever-changing variety of contexts. In the
resulting dialectical relation between the aesthetic sign and its environment, not only the artis-
tic traditions that artists are located in, the “inter-text” as it were, but also the effect the institu-
tional container of art—that is, the museum, gallery, or other display mechanism—has upon the
designation and design of artworks themselves is problematized, and subverted from within.?

In his writings of the late 1960s, Buren argues that the interior space of the artwork, its
“content,” has been decimated by institutional mechanisms that regulate the exhibition and
distribution of artworks in our society. Under these catastrophic conditions, Buren claims, art
comes to buttress the existing order of things by offering proof that fine art is thriving and
well.** Furthermore, any form art takes, however unconventional, is acceptable because the
institutional network or structure of art has so thoroughly taken hold of the development of
culture that even the most avant-garde gestures are immediately appropriated.’" Buren’s re-
sponse to these conditions is to deemphasize the importance of the art object per se, focusing
instead on the means by which the art system affirms the art object as significant, or meaning-
ful, avant-garde art.

Thus, Buren rejects the idea that the art object could have an inherent subject—a denial
not unlike that proposed by the work of Kosuth or LeWitt. But the institution-critical dimen-
sion of the latter quickly reaches its limit, I would argue, insofar as the notion that the artwork
could have a concrete relation to the problematic of display is excluded from both the operation
of this work and the supplementary texts the artists produce to explain it. In contrast, the very
inadequacy of the striped canvases (or posters) Buren exhibits as art index his interventions in
the media in the form of writings, which, as I just noted, expound a theoretical position that
critically analyzes, and prompts reflection on, the containment of art by institutional tech-

niques and means.

But perhaps the most extreme alternatives to models of analytic conceptualism in the late

1960s and early 1970s are those that developed in the deteriorating political and economic
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climate of a number of Latin American countries including Argentina, Brazil, Uruguay, and
Chile. We get an early glimpse of the development of conceptual art in Latin America in the
manifesto “A Media Art,” written in 1966 by Eduardo Costa, Ratl Escari, and Roberto Jacoby.
Recognizing the power of the media in constructing artistic events, these artists propose to “de-
realize” objects by presenting accounts to newspapers and magazines of artistic exhibitions and
events that did not in fact take place. Underpinned by an understanding of the profound
impact of the media in late twentieth-century society, the stated aim of the authors of the
“Media Art” manifesto is to “unchain” (desencadenar) information communicated through the
media, and produce work that is nothing but the act of that unchaining. Such a dérournement
of the media, to employ the terminology of another group of radical theorists of the era, the
European situationists, was conceived as capable of empowering the spectator to construct the
substance of the nonexistent work, based on the information received and depending on the
particular way that information signifies for him or her.? Here, then, in a completely different
geographical context, we have the unfolding of a media art that at once parallels artistic prac-
tices developing in North America that come to be defined as nascent conceptual art, such
as Dan Graham’s “works for magazine pages” that take place entirely within the structure of
communication—the magazine system—and post-conceptual practices that emerge in the
1970s that problematize that most hallowed principle of art: originality.>

But in Argentina the abstracted appropriation and manipulation of readymade media
forms and structures did not last long, as the increasingly repressive social and political reality
of the late 1960s made such passive engagements with the prevailing system seem woefully
inadequate and led to more politically aggressive art interventions. Indeed, the swift shift in
focus from a conceptualism that questions the ideological conditions of bourgeois art to an art
that questions all the institutions that represent bourgeois culture, evident in the context of
Latin American conceptual art, is perhaps best exemplified by the “Tucuman Burns” manifesto.
Collectively written and first published as a mimeograph by the Argentinean General Confed-
eration of Labor in 1968, the manifesto postulates that the first step to a truly “revolutionary
art” is the “awareness of the actual reality of the artist as an individual inside the political and
social context that surrounds him.” This would lead artists with truly avant-garde and thus
revolutionary aims to destroy bourgeois forms of art that “reinforce the institution of individual
property and the personal pleasure of the unique art object” by constructing artistic objects
capable of producing modifications in society as efficaciously as political acts.*t

What is particularly relevant in this context of an articulation of moves toward concep-

tual art is that, like other conceptual art models that dissolve the work of art into a tool of



communication, integrating the work within the context of publicity, the writers of “Tucuman
Burns” also call for a relation between the work of art and the mass media. According to the
manifesto, revolutionary art consists of the creation of “informational circuits” of particular
realities (such as the appalling conditions of the working population of Tucuman) capable of
de-mythifying the dominant (i.e., bourgeois) mass-media image of those realities. The assault
on the media image advocated by this group of artists, however, is characterized by an aware-
ness not only of the power of the media, but also of its “susceptibility to being charged with
different kinds of content.”® These are characteristics that, as we shall shortly see, will come
to define 1970s practices of conceptualism, or post-conceptualism, in a variety of contexts.

A similar interest in the discursive potential of systems of distribution pervades Brazilian
strands of conceptual art in the 1960s. One of these is articulated in the manifesto “General
Scheme of the New Objectivity,” printed in the catalogue accompanying the 1967 exhibition
“Brazilian New Objectivity” in Rio de Janeiro. Written by Hélio Oiticica, the manifesto charts
out the principal characteristics of the new art, which include “the participation of the specta-

» «

tor (bodily, tactile, visual, semantic, etc.),” “an engagement and a position on political, social
and ethical problems,” a “tendency towards collective propositions,” and “a revival of, and new
formulations in, the concept of anti-art.”*® The impact that the standpoints advanced in this
manifesto were to have on a generation of artists in Brazil and elsewhere on the continent
cannot be underestimated, all the more because of the extremely volatile and dangerous cir-
cumstances surrounding artistic production under military dictatorship. One of the artists
upon whom Oiticica’s manifesto, combined with the heightened level of artistic repression,
had an obvious and profound impact was Cildo Meireles, whose work of the late 1960s and
early 1970s fuses conceptual art with political activism. A case in point is Meireles’s series of
Insergoes em circuitos ideoldgicos (Insertions into ideological circuits). Arising out of what
Meireles retrospectively described as the need “to create a system for the circulation and ex-
change of information that did not depend on any kind of centralized control,” the Insercaes
series transmitted information through a variety of alternative “circuits.”” For instance, Inser-
tion— Coca-Cola (1970) consisted of printing messages and critical opinions about Brazilian
politics and the politics of imperialism onto the sides of empty Coca-Cola bottles in vitreous
white ink to match the bottles’ logo, and then reintroducing the bottles into circulation. The
texts were virtually invisible when the bottles were empty, but as they were filled in the factory,
the information became legible. In this manner, these works inverted the idea of the readymade
that had characterized pop and, in its own way, minimal art. Instead of inserting the commod-

ity object into the space of the gallery, the work returned the Coca-Cola bottles to their original
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system of circulation—albeit in a radically altered form. As such, the work not only attempts
an ambitiously egalitarian form of distribution, but also critiques the imperialism of advanced

capitalism that Coca-Cola represented.®®

Several artistic practices emerge in the 1970s that at once follow logically from and challenge
many of the claims of conceptual art. In particular, I want to single out three post-conceptual
models of the 1970s and ’80s that, though significantly different from each other, share the
conceptualist belief that all art is dependent upon institutional practices, forms of distribution,
and a structure that is preestablished by discursive and institutional conventions. The first is
exemplified by the work of artists such as Mike Bidlo, John Knight, Louise Lawler, Sherrie
Levine, Allan McCollum, and Richard Prince. What is most striking about these works, I want
to suggest, is their exploration of structure, as well as their critique of authenticity and original-
ity. In the conceptualist tradition of the effacement of authorial presence, Bidlo’s and Levine’s
works, for instance, absolutely fuse with objects made by artists working in completely different
historical contexts, and overtly undermine the credibility of artistic agency in the contempo-
rary art world. Similarly, the focus on preexisting institutional and discursive formations—
whether that of the museum or gallery (e.g., Lawler, McCollum), art history (e.g., Levine,
Bidlo), or advertising (e.g., Knight, Prince)—singled out as the sites where their own cultural
production will be determined, controlled, placed, and eventually threatened, characterizes the
work of other artists that adopt this artistic model. What all these works share is that they again
reposition the role of the artist, and problematize notions of uniqueness and originality.

The second model, comprised of the work of Victor Burgin, Jenny Holzer, Mary Kelly,
and Barbara Kruger, among others, evolves in the same artistic context, and engages critically
with similar issues. What is addressed now more programatically and forcefully than in the
work of the artists discussed above, however, is the construction of the subject through various
overdetermining forms. Particular focus is placed on the complex link between text and image,
and between language and subjectivity. And this points to one of the distinct differences be-
tween this model of post-conceptual art and the linguistic conceptualism of the late 1960s.
The latter, with its emphasis on a purely formal language, as much as on the belief that linguis-
tically stated analytic propositions are capable of displacing traditional models of visuality, is
clearly based on a modernist model of language, one that correlates historically with the lega-
cies of reductivism and self-reflexivity. By contrast, artists such as Burgin, Holzer, Kelly, and
Kruger theorize language beyond the purely analytic and formal, situating it within a synthetic,
discursive practice determined by a system of control and domination.* From this perspective,

language is perceived as in and of itself the very medium by which ideological subjectivity is



always already constructed. In other words, in direct response to the formal neutrality of con-
ceptual art of the late 1960s, the post-conceptual work of artists such as Burgin, Holzer, Kelly,
and Kruger in the 1970s argues that language is inextricably bound to ideology.*® Which is in
turn a point of view that the latter share with the first group of post-conceptual artists discussed
above—namely, that all art is dependent upon preestablished discursive structures and institu-
tional conventions.!

And it was precisely in those terms that the works of these artists were criticized by
producers of a third and in many ways antithetical model of mid-1970s post-conceptualist
artistic practice.”” In particular, what artists such as Fred Lonidier, Martha Rosler, Allan Sekula,
and Phil Steinmetz consider problematic in the work produced by the first model, and, though
to a lesser extent, by that of Burgin, Holzer, Kelly, and Kruger, is precisely that in their collapse
of individual subjectivity and overdetermined patterns of behavior, they deny authorial inter-
vention and political agency. Echoing the artistic practices of Latin American conceptualists of
the 1960s, as well as that of many of the artists involved with 7/e Fox and the activist Artists
Meeting for Cultural Change in New York in the 1970s, the implication of the work of Loni-
dier, Rosler, Sekula, and Steinmetz is that self-determination and communication, even in
advanced forms of capitalist control, is still a historical option and artistic possibility.

This opposition to the pessimism that characterizes the approach of artists of the first
two models of post-conceptualist artistic practice is perhaps most clearly discerned in works
such as Rosler’s photo-text, The Bowery in Two Inadequate Descriptive Systems of 1974. A se-
quence of twenty-four panels, and subsequently produced and distributed as a book, the work
consists of a juxtaposition of texts and close-focus black-and-white photographs. In the first
three panels, texts are juxtaposed with blanks; the rest alternate image and text constellations,
sometimes positioning the image on the right, sometimes on the left. The photographic side
of the panels features frontal views of storefronts and walls in the Bowery, evoking a large
archive of representations of this district of Manhattan. Words and phrases that contain famil-
iar idioms used to describe alcoholics, inebriation, and alcoholism in detail and in general are
accumulated on the textual side of the panels. Thus both the linguistic and the visual provide
detailed information without ultimately explaining their subject. In turn, assumptions about
the neutrality of visual representation (and more specifically photographic imagery) and lan-
guage are questioned and problematized. Neither of these “descriptive systems,” Rosler’s work
implies, is adequate for a rendering or presentation of the complexities of the subject in ques-
tion. Instead of describing the Bowery, Rosler’s project stakes it out as a territory for an explora-

tion of two ubiquitous forms of representation and their inherent limitations.
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In this sense, The Bowery in Two Inadequate Descriptive Systems parallels the work of
other post-conceptual artists. But rather than stopping at an analysis of the system of represen-
tation itself, such works have a clear political subtext.> For if the post-conceptual models of
artistic practice that I outlined earlier question and deny the possibility of rational communica-
tion within the contemporary public sphere, the work of Lonidier, Rosler, Sekula, and
Steinmetz is characterized by an attempt to elicit dialogue, as much as political change, via
redemption of critical, reflexive, activist modes of thought that combine theory with practice.
And it is precisely that ambition to communicate, to politically intervene within existing insti-
tutions of the democratic public sphere, that makes the work of these artists so different from

that of their post-conceptualist peers.

The moment of conceptual art was relatively short-lived, barely spanning a full decade. And
yet its legacy is wide-ranging, covering a vast terrain in terms of its effect on traditional modes
and categories of artistic production, exhibition, and distribution. Indeed, one could argue
that the influence of conceptualism can be found in almost all ambitious contemporary art
practices—from the most obvious direct lineage of “neo-conceptualism” to the more obscure
links of contemporary video, performance, and public art. As an international movement that
transcended national borders voicing common concerns about the role of the artist, the art-
work, the public, and the institutions involved, the questions and problematics posed by con-
ceptual art continue to be as important today as when they were initially raised in the 1960s

and 1970s.

NOTES

1. See, for instance, Joseph Kosuth’s assertions in “Art After Philosophy, Part 11" (1969), re-
printed in part Il of this volume, and the debate that followed: Michel Claura, “Conceptual
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tute of Local Television, 1998), esp. pp. 33-41, and Terry Atkinson’s “Introduction” to Rush-
ton’s volume, pp. xi—xiv.

2. The key essays in this context are reproduced in “Critical Histories of Conceptual Art,” part
VIII of this anthology, to which this essay is indebted.

3. To aconsiderable extent, these general definitions of conceptual art informed the most impor-
tant book on the movement to date. Written by the art critic with the greatest amount of influence
and insight in the tumultuous art world of the late 1960s, Lucy Lippard, Six Years: The Demater-
ialization of the Art Object, 1966-72 (1973) suggests that the notion that the work of art by
necessity employs a certain type of materiality, visuality, and aesthetic quality is far from as-
sured. On the contrary, in tracking various artistic developments of the preceding half-decade,
she discovers that such categories and assumptions can in fact be questioned, challenged, and
in some cases altogether dismantled. Several texts by Lippard are republished in this anthology,
including excerpts from “The Dematerialization of Art” (1967-68), co-written with John Chand-
ler (in part I1), and the “Postface” to Six Years (in part V).

4. The thesis that Kosuth develops has at its core a pursuit parallel to that of the logical positiv-
ists. Whereas the primary concern of the latter is in the search for the “meaning of our meaning
systems,” Kosuth presents his work as in search of the “art of our art systems” (which is what
Kosuth means when he says that “art is the definition of art”). See Joseph Kosuth, “Art After
Philosophy: Part 1”7 (1969), reprinted in part |1l of this volume.

5. Ibid.

6. Ibid. Citing Ayer, Kosuth writes: “A proposition is analytic when its validity depends solely on
the definitions of the symbols it contains, and synthetic when its validity is determined by the
facts of experience.”

7. lbid. A single long quotation conveys the gist of his argument: “The validity of artistic proposi-
tions is not dependent on any empirical, much less any aesthetic, presupposition about the na-
ture of things. For the artist, as an analyst, is not directly concerned with the physical properties
of things. He is concerned with the way (1) in which art is capable of conceptual growth and (2)
how his propositions are capable logically of following that growth. In other words, the proposi-
tions of art are not factual, but linguistic in character—that is, they do not describe the behavior
of physical, or even mental objects; they express definitions of art, or the formal consequences
of definitions of art.”

8. Art & Language, “Introduction,” Art-Language: The Journal of Conceptual Art (1969), re-
printed in part |1l of this volume. | take this introduction, written primarily by Terry Atkinson, to
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like all of those presented from the 1960s in this essay, will evolve considerably over the next
decades. On the early history of Art & Language, see Charles Harrison and Fred Orton, A Provi-
sional History of Art & Language (Paris: Editions E. Fabre, 1982).

9. Michael Baldwin, “Remarks On Air-Conditioning” (1967), reprinted in part | of this volume.
Baldwin writes: “It has been customary to regard ‘exhibitions’ as those situations where various
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rangement remain. Instead of inflected, dominating surfaces, etc., there are inflected, domi-
nating sites. . . . It is absurd to suggest that spatial considerations are all bound to the relations
of things at a certain level above that of a minimum visibility.”

10. Terry Atkinson in a polemical letter to Lucy R. Lippard and John Chandler following the
publication of their article “The Dematerialization of Art” (1967-68), excerpts of which are
reprinted in part Il of this volume. Atkinson’s letter, dated 23 March 1968, is also republished
in this anthology.

11. Art & Language, “Introduction.”

12. Ibid.

13. As Kosuth stated ina 1970 radio interview with Jeanne Siegel: “I call it art and it came out
of art. | have had a traditional, even classical, art education.” See “Joseph Kosuth: Art as Idea
as Idea,” in Jeanne Siegel, Artwords: Discourse on the 60s and 70s (New York: Da Capo, 1985),
p. 228.

14. Sol LeWitt, “Paragraphs on Conceptual Art” (1967), reprinted in part | of this volume.

15. Patsy Norvell, interview with Sol LeWitt, 10 April 1969, unpublished (in Patsy Norvell ar-
chives, New York: “LeWitt: This kind of art that I'm doing, | don’t think of it as being rational at
all. I think of it as being irrational. Formalist art, where the artist decides and makes decisions
all the way down the line, that’s a rationalistic kind of way of thinking about art. | don’t think
mineis atall. . .. What I'm doing is much more complex. It's much more irrational.” My account
of the difference between rational and logical operations in LeWitt’s artistic practice is informed
by Rosalind Krauss, “The Mind/Body Problem: Robert Morris in Series,” in Robert Morris: The
Mind/Body Problem, ex. cat. (New York: Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, 1994), p. 11.

16. Norvell, interview with Joseph Kosuth.

17. LeWitt, “Paragraphs on Conceptual Art.”

18. John Anthony Thwaites, “Lawrence Weiner: An Interview and an Interpretation,” Art and
Artists, 7:5 (August 1972), p. 23.

19. “l don't care aesthetically which of the three conditions the work exists in,” Weiner stressed

in an early interview. “It would be a fascist gesture on my part if | were to say you can accept



the things only on a verbal information level, which would be type on the page, or you can accept
them only on an oral information level. It doesn’t matter if it's physically conveyed or whether
it's conveyed verbally or orally.” See Willoughby Sharp, “Lawrence Weiner at Amsterdam,” Ava-
lanche, 4 (Spring 1972), p. 66.

20. As Weiner once remarked about his work, “There’s no way to build a piece incorrectly.” Ibid.
p. 69.

21. This statement of intent was first published in the catalogue for the exhibition “January
5-31, 1969” (New York: Seth Siegelaub, 1969), n.p.

22. “Anyone who imposes a unique condition for receivership, for interpretation, for seeing a
work, is placing art within a context that is almost 19th century. There is the specific, unique,
emotional object produced by a prophet, produced by the only person who can make this. It
becomes Expressionist to say: ‘| am the only one who can make this work, there’s not other
viable means of doing it.” | find Expressionism related to aesthetic fascism. And being basically
a Marxist, | find any kind of Expressionism fascist, and repugnant. It becomes a moral issue as
well as an aesthetic one.” Sharp, “Lawrence Weiner at Amsterdam,” p. 70.

23. Weiner repeatedly emphasized this characteristic of his work in the late 1960s. For ex-
ample, in an unpublished interview with Patsy Norvell (3 June 1969, in Patsy Norvell archives,
New York), he states: “I want the art to be accessible. . . . The price becomes almost unimport-
ant because all the art’s given away when you think about it. | go through a lot of trouble to get
things published all the time. So the pieces are published, the information is public, anybody
that really is excited can make a reproduction. So, in fact, the art is all freehold.”

24. Weiner describes some of the motivations for the dismantling of agency and subjectivity in
his work in the late 1960s in the following way: “I refuse to make any definite [decision about]
.. . the presentation, because then it would become an art decision. But if | accept all of the
variables of presentation, then it’s not an art decision because it has nothing to do with the art.
The art is as validly communicated orally, verbally, or physically. It's all the same. So | can’t
make a decision one way or the other without lending weight to it. It also takes the expressionism
out of the work for me, . .. whereby my emotional state would be interfering with the art, and
leaves it in the hands of whoever is receiving it, the interested party. And they can do with it as
they choose.” Norvell, interview with Lawrence Weiner, unpublished.

25. Only a couple of years earlier than Weiner, Roland Barthes theorized (and called for) this
transition from author to reader in “The Death of the Author,” trans. Richard Howard, Aspen
5+ 6, ed. Brian O’Doherty (Fall/Winter 1967), n.p.: “The birth of the reader must be ransomed
by the death of the Author.”
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26. In a 1969 interview with Ursula Meyer, Weiner described the program of production and
distribution of his work: “People . . . can take [my work] wherever they go and can rebuild it if
they choose. If they keep it in their heads, that’s fine too. They don’t have to buy it to have it—
they can have it just by knowing it. Anyone making a reproduction of my art is making art just
as valid as art as if | had made it.” Ursula Meyer, “Lawrence Weiner, October 12, 1969,” in
Conceptual Art (New York: Dutton, 1972), p. 217.

27. See Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, “Conceptual Art 1962-1969: From the Aesthetic of Adminis-
tration to the Critique of Institutions” (1989), an extract of which is reprinted in part VIII of
this volume.

28. Throughout most of the 1960s, Haacke produced an art that explored natural systems. The
systems were of physical phenomena such as wind, water, and air, as well as biological events.
It should be stressed, however, that in all of these works with extant systems, the artist’s role
only consists of selecting the system to be demonstrated and organizing a convenient method of
exhibiting it. Which is to say that a similar decentering of the artist to what we saw earlier in
LeWitt's work takes place in these works by Haacke. This feature of Haacke’s work was noted as
early as 1966 by Mel Bochner who, in a review of Haacke’s show at Harold Wise Gallery in New
York, observed: “Duplicating nature in her operations . . . is what Haacke sets out to do. But at
the same time he attempts to conceal the hand and personality of the maker.” See Mel Bochner,
“In the Galleries: Hans Haacke, Gerald Oster,” Arts Magazine, 40:5 (March 1966), p. 58.

29. | borrow the term “inter-text” from Roland Barthes’s “The Wisdom of Art” (1979): “The
inter-text . . . is that circulation of anterior (or contemporary) texts in the artist’s head (or hand).”
The Responsibility of Forms, trans. Richard Howard (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1991), p. 190.

30. “The work of art . . . in seemingly by-passing all difficulties, attains full freedom, thus in
fact nourishing the prevailing ideology. It functions as a security valve for the system, an image
of freedom in the midst of general alienation and finally as a bourgeois concept supposedly be-
yond all criticism, natural, above and beyond all ideology.” Daniel Buren, “Critical Limits”
(1970), in Buren, Five Texts, trans. Laurent Sauerwein (New York: John Weber Gallery, 1973),
p. 45.

31. “The Museum/Gallery, for lack of being taken into consideration, is the framework, the habit,
... the inescapable “support” on which art history is ‘painted.” ... The museum is thus an
excellent weapon in the hands of the bourgeoisie because its role, at first sight, is not tyrannical.
It is indeterminate and self-evident. It preserves. Also, access to privilege of the Museum/Gallery
is often submission to vigilance over what the system considers dangerous. One sees clearly here

the political interest which there is for established order to privilege that which it fears might



escape it. The museum can assess in its own time what is presented, including that which has
no a priori value (of an aesthetic-saleable kind), and will succeed all the more easily as everyone
lends himself to this process, and no one notices this phenomenon or else considers it as inevi-
table and self-evident.” Ibid., p. 39.
32. See Eduardo Costa, Raul Escari, Roberto Jacoby, “A Media Art (Manifesto)” (1966), in-
cluded in part | of this volume.
33. For Dan Graham’s employment of media systems for the production, exhibition, and distri-
bution of his art in the 1960s, see his “My Works for Magazine Pages: ‘A History of Conceptual
Art’” (1985), reprinted in part VII of this volume. See also Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, “Moments
of History in the Work of Dan Graham” (1977), in part VI of this volume.
34. See Maria Teresa Gramuglio and Nicolds Rosa, “Tucuméan Burns” (1968), included in part
Il of this volume. In Tucuman, a province in northwestern Argentina, the harsh plan of economic
rationalization introduced by the military government of Juan Carlos Ongania in 1966 closed
the majority of its sugar refineries. As these were the province’s principal source of income, with
their demise the area was soon abandoned, leaving it poverty-stricken and without a labor force
to protest conditions. The government in turn, with the cooperation of the press, promoted its
“Operativo Tucuman” in an attempt to conceal the conditions of extreme poverty rampant in
the province. A massive publicity campaign was launched that announced a largely mythical
industrialization project based on creating new capital industries throughout Tucuman that
would soon lead to prosperity. Thus the pressing reality of the social conditions in Tucuman was
downplayed and deferred.

In response to this phenomenon, a group of artists from Rosario, Sante Fe, and Buenos
Aires formed the Group of Avant-Garde Artists (Grupo de Artistas de Vanguardia) and affiliated
themselves with the Argentinean General Confederation of Labor (Confederacion General del
Trabajo, or CGT). This culminated in the 1968 action entitled “Tucuman Burns” (Tucumén Arde)
that sought to subvert the mythical nature of official media information with counterinformation
in order to expose the catastrophic situation in the province. Not only the present situation but,
more significantly, the factors that led up to this situation were publicized. Following an intense
period of research systematically undertaken by the Group, posters and fliers of Tucuman were
distributed through Rosario and Sante Fe. Soon, though, the Group decided to mount the work
in the form of large multimedia exhibitions within main union halls of the CGT in Rosario and
Buenos Aires.

The exhibitions featured all-over interior environments made up of posters, placards, pho-
tomurals, newspaper montages, and an array of statistical graphs indicating rates of infant mor-

tality, tuberculosis, illiteracy, and the like, in the region of Tucuman. Juxtaposed to this
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information was the full range of government-sponsored misinformation. The huge discrepancy
between official and actual information was theorized by the group as having the potential not
only to educate but to heighten the political consciousness of the spectators. But even with the
direct engagement of the exhibitions’ visitors, the high level of media attention the shows would
attract was posited by the Group as an important vehicle for the dissemination of information.
The movement from handbills to exhibition displays to media stratagems underscored the grow-
ing savviness of these artists to the increased role of media in production, transmission, and,
ultimately, control of information about art and politics alike.
35. Ibid.
36. Hélio Oiticica, “General Scheme of the New Objectivity” (1967), republished in part | of
this volume.
37. See Cildo Meireles, “Statements” (1981), reprinted in part VII of this volume.
38. See Cildo Meireles, “Insertions in Ideological Circuits” (1970), reprinted in part IV of this
volume. Also see Mari Carmen Ramirez, “Blueprint Circuits: Conceptual Art and Politics in Latin
America” (1993), in part VIII of this volume.

In Brazil, the military coup that toppled the constitutional regime in 1964 was followed by
a resurgence of dictatorship in 1968. The latter, in tandem with Brazilian censors, immediately
imposed a dramatic crackdown on the arts. Seen from this perspective, the radically transformed
bottles that comprise the Insertion—Coca-Cola project function to communicate a revolutionary,
anti-imperialist message to a potentially enormous public at a time when the dictatorial regime
was vigilantly monitoring all the conventional channels of communication.
39. As Mary Kelly puts it in the interview with Terry Smith, first published in part VII of this
anthology, “When | started work on Post-Partum Document in 1973 | was curious about the
parallels with Art & Language work in England. They were very influential, as was the work of
Kosuth in New York. | did want to shift the emphasis from the notion of the analytical proposition
to a more synthetic process.”
40. Clearly these are works that criticize both the analytic model of linguistic conceptualism in
which language displaces the visual, and the more synthetic models of conceptualism of the
1960s and early 1970s where the displacement of the visual by language is coupled with the
opening up of the work to allow the spectator/reader to become an active performer.
41. As was noted at the time by contemporary critics, many of these developments can be attrib-
uted to the influence of French structural and poststructural philosophy and theory. See, for
example, Douglas Crimp, “Pictures” (1977-79), in October, no. 8 (Spring 1979), pp. 75-88,

Craig Owens, “The Discourse of Others: Feminists and Postmodernism” (1983), in Beyond Rec-



ognition: Representation, Power, Culture (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992), pp.
166-190, and Abigail Solomon-Godeau, “Living with Contradictions: Critical Practices in the
Age of Supply-Side Aesthetics” (1987), in Photography at the Dock: Essays on Photographic
History, Institutions, and Practices (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1991), pp.
124-148.

42. See in particular Martha Rosler, “Notes on Quotes” (1981-82), Wedge, no. 2 (Fall 1982),
pp. 68-73, and Allan Sekula, “Dismantling Modernism, Reinventing Documentary (Notes on
the Politics of Representation)” (1976-78), in Sekula, Photography Against the Grain: Essays
and Photoworks 1973-1983 (Halifax: The Press of Nova Scotia College of Art and Design,
1984), pp. 53-75.

43. As Sekula notes in “Dismantling Modernism,” The Bowery in Two Inadequate Descriptive
Systems distinctly registers an intersection of class and language. “The pool of language that
Rosler has tapped,” Sekula writes, “is largely the socio-linguistic property of the working class
and poor. This language attempts to handle an irreconcilable tension between bliss and self-
destruction in a society of closed options” (p. 62).

44. Particularly crucial for this generation of artists are intersubjective theories of communica-
tive action, such as those advanced by Jirgen Habermas, and the Birmingham school’s pursuit
of spaces where alternative political discourse and action can occur. Communication and pro-
gressive social change, Habermas maintains in “An Alternative Way out of the Philosophy of the
Subject: Communication versus Subject-Centered Reason,” in The Philosophical Discourse of
Modernity, trans. Fredrick G. Lawrence (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1987), esp. pp. 321-
326, can be achieved if one is willing to engage in rational discourse on topics of controversy,
to attempt to understand the issues and arguments, to yield to the force of the better argument,
and to accept a rational consensus. And it is precisely this pursuit of communication and social

change that characterizes the work of Lonidier, Rosler, Sekula, and Steinmetz.
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the promise of conceptual art
blake stimson

It’s like everything that happened in 1968, at Columbia and Paris and all other symbolic
places is finally being understood, and it all REALLY meant something and it really will
result in something because it already has in this show.

—Gregory Battcock reviewing the work of Robert Barry, Douglas Huebler, Joseph
Kosuth, and Lawrence Weiner in Seth Siegelaub’s exhibition “January 5-31, 1969,” 1969

Looking back in 1975 on the art movement he helped found, Joseph Kosuth offered the fol-
lowing summary explanation of conceptual art’s accomplishment: “It is impossible to under-
stand” what conceptualism achieved, he announced to readers of the journal 7he Fox, “without
understanding the sixties, and appreciat[ing] CA for what it was: the art of the Vietnam war
era.”! As historical observers we have to agree with Kosuth’s claimed link between conceptual
art and the new social movements of the same moment. Conceptual artists of all varieties
shared with others of their generation an unequaled sense of opportunity and obligation to
question the authority of the institutions that superintended their social roles, and the ambi-
tion to develop alternative means of negotiating their interests within the larger social order.

Just as the Black Panthers felt the need and the capacity to challenge the racism of the police



and, thereby, of society as a whole, by posing as a substitute armed force, just as antiwar activists
were able to question the legitimacy of the war and circumvent the draft by various means, just
as hippies dropped out of the existing civil society and instituted various countercultural mores,
and just as women’s liberation and gay power advocates called into question the institution of
the patriarchal family and its extension in the larger social order and developed alternative
structures of support and agency, so conceptualism challenged the authority of the institutional
apparatus framing its place in society and sought out other means for art to function in the
world.

For this reason, conceptual art occupies a position of unique importance in recent art
history—it stands as an exemplary test case, a rare opportunity to evaluate the state of the
relations between modernist aesthetics and an emergent leftist political culture. Like the artistic
developments allied with the political events of 1789, 1848, and 1917 (the canonical works of
David, Courbet, or Tatlin, for example)—conceptual art provides occasion to evaluate the
social and political ambitions and effects of an art movement whose aesthetic radicalism and
critical intent have allowed it to claim the mantle of 1968. For our purpose of attempting to
gain historical understanding, that claim continues to be of central importance. This is equally
true for readers inclined to evaluate conceptual art’s success or failure by the modernist criterion
of avant-gardism as it is for those predisposed to judge it by its contribution to a larger rupture
in that tradition. For better or worse, conceptual art and its reception in a host of neo-concep-
tualisms carry on what one critic has disparaged as “the discourse of the last partisans of the
avante-garde.”?

Regardless of varying critical perspectives now, however, conceptual art did earn its claim
on history in several consequential respects. Like many of the other revolts of the late 1960s
that rejected existing authorities and realized new means of self-governance from that rejection,
conceptualism successfully renegotiated its place in the social order, gaining new authority for
art and artists in the process and, at least momentarily, redefining the social function of art. As

Ian Burn noted in retrospect, it is “hard to imagine conceptual art” as

the product of a moment other than the late sixties. While anti-authoritarian social movements
throughout that decade demonstrated their power by occupation of the streets, buildings and uni-
versities, artists of the (late) avant-garde asserted their power by creating art which aggressively
occupied the spaces of institutions, intervened in the marketplace and contested the intellectual

spaces of art.?
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For a critical moment these ambitions were realized, and in several parts of the world
simultaneously. The early organizer and promoter of conceptual art in New York, Seth
Siegelaub, and the artists that worked with him, for example, successfully developed innovative
distribution systems that restructured the relations among artists, their audiences, and the vari-
ous intermediaries. Collective statements and working relationships were developed by the
English group Art & Language, the Canadian group General Idea, and French conceptualist
Daniel Buren and his early associates (Olivier Mosset, Michel Parmentier, and Niele Toroni)
that modified existing expectations about artistic creativity and production. The form of most
conceptual art was capable of being distributed much more broadly and efficiently and there-
fore, in theory, more democratically (one particularly popular idea of the period, for example,
was that an entire exhibition could be carried around in a manila folder). And the new empha-
sis on transmission of ideas rather than objects helped to shift focus from the works’ formal
properties and their place in a history of style to the more immediate contextual frame where
such conventions were legitimated and consumed.*

This last accomplishment was realized first in its most radical form in November 1968
when a group of artists in Rosario, Argentina, many of whom had been working through
aesthetic issues raised by New York—based happenings, pop art, and minimalism, dropped the
dada influence shared by these movements from the early 1960s and switched en masse to an
agit-prop aesthetic. This new position, “born from an awareness of the actual reality of the
artist as an individual inside the political and social context that surrounds him,” was reminis-
cent of many of the historical avant-garde movements of the 1920s and 30s.”> The “context”
they were addressing was the impact of government planning on sugar industry laborers in the
remote province of Tucuman. Their activism on behalf of working-class, non-art interests also
anticipated a turn many of the New York—based conceptualists would make in the mid-1970s
and one made by the conceptualism-derived “synthetic” practices of artists such as Hans
Haacke, Mary Kelly, Martha Rosler, Fred Lonidier, and Allan Sekula in the early 1970s.¢

Just as there are a variety of ways to explain the emergence of the larger New Left political
culture of the 1960s, so there are many ways to account for the particular radicalism of concep-
tual art. The sense of security and willingness to take risks that come from a robust economy
might be considered, for example, or the high level of education achieved by many of the
artists that emerged in the 1960s, or the heightened critical acumen gained from the recently
revitalized tradition of the artist-critic, or the renewed influence of dada and constructivism
afforded by several important and timely books and exhibitions.” One crucial factor, however,
was conceptualism’s clear picture of the established interests it was fighting and defining itself

against. That picture was described well by Kosuth in retrospect:



In the late sixties and early seventies in New York there was somewhar of a ‘junta’ atmosphere in
the art world. The Greenberg gang was attempting with great success to initiate an Official His-
tory gestalt, and there wasn’t much generosity toward us ‘novelty’ artists that didn’t happen to fir

into the prescribed historical continuum.®

Kosuth was not alone in targeting Greenberg and particularly his heir Michael Fried: such was
the burden or complex of an entire generation.’

Conceptualism’s promise is best understood in relation to this particular Oedipal strug-
gle. Kosuth’s 1970 statement, “Conceptual art annexes the function of the critic. . . ; [it] makes
the middle-man unnecessary,”!° is the best-known and most concise expression of the ambi-
tion, but the emphasis on artists realizing their autonomy by taking over the role of the critic
had already been introduced as a reason-for-being of conceptualism by Sol LeWitt in the open-
ing sentences of his 1967 manifesto for the movement, “Paragraphs on Conceptual Art.” “I
will refer to the kind of art in which I am involved as conceptual art,” he wrote, responding to
a sympathetic editor who shared his opposition to “the notion that the artist is a kind of ape
that has to be explained by the civilized critic.” There is “a secret language that art critics use
when communicating with each other through the medium of art magazines,” LeWitt insisted,
“but I have not discovered any [artist] who admits to doing this kind of thing” or to making
work that fits the critics’ categories. The “idea itself” (“as much a work of art as any finished
product”) not only “eliminates the arbitrary, the capricious, and the subjective,” it also presents
the work of art in already-interpreted form, obviating the need for a professional interpreter
or critic."'

More than any other of conceptualism’s distinctive qualities, thus, it was its insellectu-
alism that made it radical and empowered its momentary takeover of the institutions of art.
The burden of the endless philosophizing about the meaning of art, the burden of the shift
from object-based aestheticism to a language- and theory-based anti-aestheticism, the burden
of the rejection of the street coding of happenings, the commercial coding of pop, and the
industrial coding of minimalism in favor of academic philosophical, literary, and scientific
associations, was to aggressively usurp the authority to interpret and evaluate art assumed to
be the privileged domain of scholarly critics and historians. Such was the liberation on offer
from conceptualism; such was the insurrection it promised a generation of artists and that
allowed it the claim, as Gregory Battcock gushed, that “everything that happened in 1968, at
Columbia and Paris and all other symbolic places . . . REALLY meant something and . . . really

will result in something,” because its significance had already been realized in conceptual art.'?
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As appealing as this picture of liberation is, however, and as consistent as it is with precedents
established within the modernist tradition, that claim has never rested easy. Emerging quite
early on, often from within conceptualism itself, a discourse of “failure” developed alongside
claims for the radical character of its criticality. This position differed from the considerable
critical response that dismissed the project wholesale, often accusing it—as pop and mini-
malism had been before it—of banalizing art.’ Those who spoke of conceptualism’s “failure”
chose their term of opprobrium specifically for its suggestion of the promise and seriousness
of purpose they held out as the movement’s mandate.'

At issue on both sides of the question of failure was the most politicized among the
various ambitions driving conceptual art: the critique and transformation of the existing insti-
tutions of art.’” Museums, galleries, and auction houses, the patrons and audiences they served,
the artists and intellectuals who worked for them, and the aesthetic criteria that governed and
legitimated their social function and status, all served, from this critical perspective, as art
world outposts of the larger “establishment” called into question by the greater New Left politi-
cal culture of the 1960s. It is here that conceptual art showed its ambition to be consistent
with the avant-garde tradition: at its most focused its aim was not simply to shock the bour-
geoisie but to recast its art institutions in more democratic form. The burden for conceptual-
ism, the test of its own critical legitimation, thus, was the extent to which it succeeded in
challenging and transforming the functioning of that apparatus. It has been on just such
grounds that conceptualism’s most sympathetic and perceptive critics have evaluated its contri-
bution and raised the specter of “failure.”

An early and important critical reevaluation of conceptualism came from one of its ini-
tial, most enthusiastic, and most influential champions, Lucy Lippard. After helping to give
definition and seriousness to the movement in 1968 by invoking the promise of renaissance—
“The studio is again becoming a study” is how she and John Chandler characterized the state
of artistic development in their inaugural review, “The Dematerialization of Art”—she con-
cluded her 1973 anthology of excerpts from conceptual art’s still-warm history, Six Years, with
grave doubts about the ultimate benefit of such a development. For “the most part,” she re-
flected in retrospect, “the artists have been confined to art quarters, usually by choice.” Artists
were now engaged with issues and problems that extended beyond their own immediate tech-
nical domain, but a “ghetto mentality” persisted in a “narrow and incestuous art world,” and
artists had little choice but to maintain their “resentful reliance on a very small group of dealers,
curators, critics, editors and collectors who are all too frequently and often unknowingly bound

by invisible apron strings to the ‘real world’s’ power structure.” The move from studio to study



and from the language of painterly and sculptural form to various philosophical, scientific, and
other academic lexicons, Lippard now felt, had not given artists any more of a foothold in the
world around them than they had had before. Indeed, it was “unlikely,” she lamented, “that
conceptual art will be any better equipped to affect the world any different than, or even as
much as, its less ephemeral counterparts.”!®

Similarly, Seth Siegelaub, the organizer-entrepreneur who was, perhaps, the single most
influential figure associated with the movement,'” argued a related point at the end of a 1973
discussion about “the success of conceptual art” with Michel Claura: “the economic pattern
associated with conceptual art is remarkably similar to that of other artistic movements: to

purchase a unique work cheap and resell it at a high price.” His remarks also betrayed more

resentment than Lippard and a greater sense of having been let down by the movement:

Conceptual art, more than all previous types of art, questions the fundamental nature of art.
Unhappily, the question is strictly limited to the exclusive domain of fine art. There is still poten-
tial of it enabling an examination of all that surrounds art, but in realiry, conceptual artists are

dedicated only to exploring avant-garde aesthetic problems."®

Around the same time that Lippard and Siegelaub were working through their doubts,
part-time conceptualist Robert Smithson developed a similar but more extreme critique sug-
gesting that conceptual art not only was unable to achieve its aims but also was unknowingly
reaffirming the political and economic interests of the very institutions it was posturing against.
The central premise of conceptualism, he argued in 1972, was not art for art’s sake but even
worse: “production for production’s sake.” Where art for art’s sake had still relied on a notion
of “quality” (albeit a very mystified and abstract one) to justify itself in social terms, production
for production’s sake could dispense with the interests of the audience altogether and justify
itself simply on the basis of its own activity: it assumed that conceptualizing was valuable on its
own, was “productive,” without any consideration for whether or not the particular concepts
produced served specific social needs or functions. The conceptual artist presents him or herself

»1

“like a B. E Skinner rat doing his ‘tough’ little tricks.”" As in the lab rat’s compliance with the
dictates of the scientist, Smithson argued, conceptual art served the business needs of galleries
and collectors in the wake of the 1960s boom in the art market: “Because galleries and muse-
ums have been victims of ‘cut-backs,”” he wrote, “they need a cheaper product—objects are
thus reduced to ‘ideas,” and as a result we get ‘Conceptual Art.” Compared to isolated objects,

isolated ideas in the metaphysical context of a gallery offer . . . an aesthetic bargain.”*
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The various ways in which conceptualism distanced itself from the material quality and
commodity status of art—its rejection of art’s conventional object status, for example, and its
attempt to eliminate or appropriate many of the institutions of art, such as the critic and the
gallery—were, he thought, based on naive assumptions about the potential for avant-garde
autonomy. It’s “silly,” he said in a different context in 1972, “for artists to try to overcome that,
because they will just be absorbed . . . , they’ll just be integrated into the whole thing, so there’s
no viable alternative. . . . Their purity is the opiate, the reward they get . . . religion functioned
in that way t00.”*" Or again in 1973 he said: “I think it is time we realized that there is no
point in trying to transcend those realms. Industry, commercialism, and the bourgeoisie are
very much with us. . . . this whole notion of trying to form a cult that tries to transcend all
this strikes me as a kind of religion in drag.”**

By 1975 uncertainty about conceptualism’s accomplishments and the critique of its claim
to autonomy had become a focal pointand inspiration for a group of first- and second-generation
conceptual artists based in New York when they joined together under the name of the English
conceptual art group Art & Language and began publishing 7/%e Fox. Advertising their first issue
in 1975, the Fox group promised to investigate “the failure of Conceptual Art,” asking “What
good is a critique of institutions?” (taking the most politicized tendency within conceptual art
as their object of critique), and “Does this art now stand for the total ossification of any condi-
tions of a feasible non-bureaucratic ideology?”? This sense of crisis was inflected with an even
greater self-critical tone by Fox affiliate and first-generation conceptual artist lan Burn in a
much-discussed Artforum essay thatbegan with the following framing statement: “WHILE WE'VE
BEEN ADMIRING OUR NAVELS / WE HAVE BEEN CAPITALIZED AND MARKETED / BUT THROUGH
REALIZING OUR SOCIALIZATION / MIGHT WE BE ABLE TO TRANSFORM OUR REALITY? ¢ By the
second issue of The Fox, the editorial orientation had shifted its emphasis away from self-doubt

and toward a call for proactive social intervention and pointed critique of artistic “indolence.”

If you are concerned with trying to reclaim art as an instrument of social and cultural transfor-
mation, in exposing the domination of the cultureladministrative apparatus as well as art
which indolently reflects that apparatus, you are urged ro participate in this journal. Its editorial
thrust is ideological: it aims at a contribution to the wider movement of social criticism/

transformation.®>

By the third and final issue of The Fox in 1976, the new consensus—that art should

be explicitly political and attempt to contribute to “the wider movement of social criticism/



transformation”—had been undermined by personal and ideological conflicts within the
group. The disagreements between a newly strident faction of mostly second-generation con-
ceptualists and several old-guard factions of mostly first-generation figures would lead to the
breakup of what had become a quite large alliance.?

The undoing of The Fox marked the end of an initial period of loose consensus about
what art should be or do (or at least about what it should #of be and do) in the name of
conceptualism. Many of those involved abandoned anti-aestheticism as their primary emphasis
at this point and sought out new directions. Some simply dropped out of the art world alto-
gether, while others carried on with their careers by reorienting their work around the emerging
critical rubric of postmodernism.?” Several of those who became politicized in the mid-1970s
removed themselves as far as possible from art world institutions while still actempting to func-
tion as artists and actively sought out new forms of patronage, primarily from labor unions.?
Finally, those who chose to carry on the Art & Language name found new purpose and a new
aesthetic direction in ridiculing the workerism they witnessed in their former affiliates.?

This turning point in the history of conceptual art in the mid-1970s may also be under-
stood to reflect more general changes in artists’ social ambition from the critique of its own
institutions to a critique of larger social processes on behalf of specific, non-artist constituen-
cies. The rise of feminist art and the Chicano mural movement, the organization of the many
activist groups such as PAD/D and Group Material, the myriad new, politically oriented art
journals such as Left Curve (1974), Praxis (1975), October (1976), Red Herring (1977), Heresies
(1977), Block (1979), and Wedge (1982), the reworking of reportage aesthetics by Haacke,
Kelly, Sekula, and others, the opening up of dada found-object aesthetics into critical appropri-
ation in the work of artists such as Cindy Sherman, Sherrie Levine, Richard Prince, Barbara
Kruger, and Jenny Holzer, all contributed to a sense that art had expanded its ambition beyond
the critique of institutionalized aestheticism that had dominated most of conceptualism in the
late 1960s.

In its historic moment, however, the moment in which it emerged as the new hegemonic
vanguard in the capital of the international art market, in 1968, 1969, and 1970 as the new
left political culture was exploding onto streets and campuses, conceptual art had not, in the
main, adapted itself to the new political-cultural climate. “The split between art and real prob-
lems emerged in the sixties in an essentially apolitical and asocial art,” Ian Burn and Karl
Beveridge argued in 1975.3° “Given the estrangement of the avant-garde from real politics,”

Burn noted later, conceptual art “was very much an ‘in-house’ revolt—doing what you could
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with what you had to work with.”?' Ultimately, most conceptual art confined itself to the
laboratory of the art world at a time when such professional specialization had little valence or
currency. By and large, it did not use the social unrest of the period—as artists had in 1789,
1848, and 1917—to reach out to new audiences and to establish new avenues of patronage.
Retrospective laments focusing on this question of artist-audience relations have come
from many quarters. I have already cited several who abandoned conceptualism for other, more
politicized practices (Lippard, Siegelaub, and Burn, for example). Those who continued to
work under the name Art & Language (and thereby carry on the legacy of conceptualism
closest to its original form) have also raised similar concerns in their retrospective accounts.
“Realistically,” Charles Harrison has written, for example, Art & Language “could identify 70
actual alternative public which was not composed of the participants in its own projects and
deliberations.”® In a recent, collectively attributed lecture, the group addressed the issue
of audience as follows: “A combination of ludicrous (perhaps) theoretical adventurism plus a
suspicious malingering (perhaps) around the boundaries of philosophy, sociology, mathemati-
cal logic, aesthetics and art criticism amounted to, though did not set out as, a suppressive
revolt against the spectator.”*®* Michael Baldwin raised a similar concern by focusing on the
self-instituting or bureaucratic function of conceptualism’s colonization of its own critical re-
ception: “what we were creating was an iconography of administration. The artist turned busi-
nessman and worse is one of the legacies of conceptual art. Refuse as we might.”** Finally, Mel
Ramsden was even more baleful: conceptual art, he wrote in 1975, “was basically limited to
insular-tautological spectacle. It wasn’t enough; it was a diversification, not a contradiction . . .
our mode of operation is ‘professionalized,” specialized, autonomous, and essentially quaintly
harmless (but essential) to the mode of operation of the market-structures. . . . The situation
becomes, to me, even more vain as we ourselves finally become our own entrepreneurs-pundits,

the middle-life of the market our sole reality.”*

The modernist art movements of the late 1960s—conceptual art in particular—were different
in tone and ambition from earlier artistic movements associated with emergent leftist political
cultures. As the discourse developed from happenings and pop to minimalism to conceptualism,
it came to have less and less of the bravado, less of the emotional force and scale, less of the
claim to historical agency that had once characterized David’s memorial to Marat as the mar-
tyred saint of the revolution, for example, or Courbet’s projection of the citizens of Ornans into
the elevated realm of history painting, or Tatlin’s proposed monument to the Third International

as historical transformation institutionalized. As both Jeff Wall and Benjamin Buchloh point



out, conceptual art had little of the social utopianism that drove the historical avant-gardes of
the 1910s, 1920s, and 1930s outside of their regular circles, leading them to define their roles
as designers and propagandists for the emergent leftist political cultures of their time.”* “The
audience of conceptual art is composed primarily of artists,” Kosuth wrote, staking out his turf
and ambition in the wake of 1968; “an audience separate from the participants doesn't exist.”*’

This would change and even start off on very different footing in, for example, the work
of Hans Haacke in New York and the “Tucuman Burns” group in Argentina. But on the whole,
in the work of those artists around the world who had come of age with the neo-avant-garde
movements of the early 1960s and were attempting to move beyond them with a more radical
refusal of the aestheticism of the previous generation, a kind of professional entrenchment
ensued that gave conceptual art a distant and, at moments, disdainful tone. By “turning their
backs on the political culture of the time,”® as Charles Harrison has written, the conceptualists
were able to do little more than pose as melancholy reflections of the loss of utopian ideals
historically associated with avant-garde ambition at precisely the same moment that the riotous
utopianism of the New Left political culture—and with it, at least potentially, a new audience
and new social function for art and its institutions—was opening up alongside it.

The question such comparisons raise, of course, is why? Why was there such a gap in
tone and ambition between the modernist art and the new social movements of the late 1960s?
Why did artists not come to serve the new political culture directly as their modernist forebears
had in the past? The answer is by no means clear, but it is well worth considering in relation
to the materials collected in this volume. At stake in such considerations, after all, are issues
fundamental to the conceptualist project in all its variants: What is the place or function of art
in society? What is its relationship to its supporting institutions? Who is its audience? What is
it that makes art’s contribution to society in its present historical circumstances distinctive and
valuable? A central ambition for this collection is that it might aid in rethinking these core
artistic issues through the prism of 1968 as an epochal historical and art-historical moment.
In the end such a project is of equal value to the “last partisans of the avant-garde” as it is to
the partisans of its demise. Conceptualism’s promise, after all, has always turned on its claim
to have emerged as the art of a time in which such concerns with institutions and audiences
were unusually pressing and exceptionally available to reevaluation. Whether its legacy as the
art of 1968 will be to pass its inherited ideal forward through neo-conceptualism and on to a
future moment when avant-gardism might once again be viable, or whether it will mark a point

in the history of modernism when that ideal passed into irrelevance, remains an open question.
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1. Joseph Kosuth, “1975,” reprinted in part VI of this volume.

2. Thierry de Duve, Kant After Duchamp (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1996), p. 455.

3. lan Burn, “Abstracts of Perception,” Flash Art (November/December 1988), p. 109.

4. See the discussion of the “success of conceptual art” between Seth Siegelaub and Michel
Claura in their 1973 essay “Conceptual Art,” included in part V of this volume.

5. See the manifesto by Maria Teresa Gramuglio and Nicolds Rosa on behalf of the Rosario
group, “Tucuman Burns,” and my interview with Luis Camnitzer, “‘Dada—Situationism/Tupa-
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maros—Conceptualism,”” included in parts Il and VII of this volume.

6. See Terry Smith’s discussion of synthetic vs. analytic practices in Mary Kelly and Terry Smith,
“A Conversation about Conceptual Art, Subjectivity and The Post-Partum Document,” included
in part VII of this volume.
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Crow’s account: “By the mid 1960s, certainly, a stark choice existed between the demands of
‘the Movement’ and the demands of a career in art, however radically conceived.” Thomas Crow,
The Rise of the Sixties: American and European Art in the Era of Dissent (New York: Abrams,
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8. Kosuth, “1975.”
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Artforum (October 1967) in response to Fried’s “Art and Objecthood” (Artforum, June 1967).
Smithson’s letter is reprinted in Jack Flam, ed., Robert Smithson: The Collected Writings (Berke-
ley: University of California Press, 1996), pp. 66-67. See also the many disparaging comments
by those associated with Art & Language, including their comparison of Greenberg and Lenin in
a 1971 interview with Catherine Millet translated in this volume.

10. Joseph Kosuth, “Introductory Note to Art-Language by the American Editor,” Art Language,
1:2 (February 1970), reprinted in Art After Philosophy and After: Collected Writings, 1966—
1990 (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1993), p. 39, emphasis added.

11. Sol LeWitt, “Paragraphs on Conceptual Art,” reprinted in part | of this volume. This was a
point Barbara Rose also raised prior to Kosuth’s manifesto: “By making immaterial, ephemeral or
extra-objective work, the artist eliminates intrinsic quality. This challenges not only the market
mechanism, but also the authority of the critic by rendering superfluous or irrelevant his role of
connoisseur of value or gourmet of quality.” Barbara Rose, “The Politics of Art Part IIl,” Artforum
(May 1969), p. 46.



12. Gregory Battcock, “Painting Is Obsolete,” reprinted in part Il of this volume.

13. See, for example, Dore Ashton, “New York Commentary,” Studio International (March
1969); Hilton Kramer, “Art: Xeroxophilia Rages out of Control,” New York Times (11 April 1970);
Robert Hughes, “The Decline and Fall of the Avant-Garde,” Time (18 December 1972); Tom
Wolfe, The Painted Word (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1975).

14. Lumping sympathetic and antagonistic critics together is one of the limitations of Gabriele
Guercio's review of conceptualism’s critical reception, “Formed in Résistance: Barry, Huebler,
Kosuth and Weiner vs. the American Press,” in Claude Gintz, L’art conceptuel: Une perspective,
ex. cat. (Paris: Musée d’'Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris, 1989), pp. 74-81). Another limitation
is the way in which he, apparently naively, plays into the charge of simple self-indulgence levied
by critics like Kramer and Hughes when he defines conceptual art as a would-be artist’s rights
movement whose main accomplishment was to “defend the right to self-reflexivity and the free-
dom to define art” for oneself.

15. For very different analyses of competing critical and aesthetic tendencies within American
and European conceptualism as a whole, see Joseph Kosuth'’s distinction between “SCA” (stylis-
tic conceptual art) and “TCA” (theoretical conceptual art) in “1975,” and Benjamin H. D. Buch-
loh's distinction between the “aesthetic of administration” and the “critique of institutions” in
“Conceptual Art 1962-1969: From the Aesthetic of Administration to the Critique of Institu-
tions,” reprinted in part VIII of this volume. For more recent and comprehensive critical accounts
of the various tendencies that made up conceptual art, see Alexander Alberro, “Deprivileging
Art: Seth Siegelaub and the Politics of Conceptual Art,” Ph.D. diss. (Northwestern University,
Evanston, I1l., 1996), and his introduction to this volume. All of these accounts base their analy-
ses in New York. For alternative accounts that delineate various conceptualist approaches within
a perspective that includes work produced in Argentina and Brazil, see Mari Carmen Ramirez,
“Blueprint Circuits: Conceptual Art and Politics in Latin America,” reprinted in part VIII of this
volume, and my interview with Luis Camnitzer, published in part VII of this volume.

16. Lucy Lippard, “Postface,” reprinted in part V of this volume.

17. For an extensive study of Siegelaub’s accomplishments, see Alberro, “Deprivileging Art.”
18. Seth Siegelaub in Siegelaub and Michel Claura, “L'art conceptual” (1973), my translation,
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19. Quoted by Hughes, “The Decline and Fall of the Avant-Garde.”
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22. Smithson in an interview with Moira Roth, “Robert Smithson on Duchamp,” published in
Artforum (October 1973) and reprinted in Smithson, Collected Writings, p. 312. Smithson de-
veloped his own aesthetic position against both conceptualism’s naive separatism and the cul-
ture of political protest developed by, particularly, the antiwar and environmental movements.
For example, when asked to speak as a representative artist among Vogue's January 1970 “Best
Bets for the 70s,” he chose to characterize what was needed for “the monuments of the future”
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funding for his earthworks from mining companies in early 1970s, offering to transform their
mining pits into art. “His desire,” according to his widow Nancy Holt, was “to have art be a

”

necessary part of society” (“Biographical Note,” in Smithson, Collected Writings, p. xxviii.) Of
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Stojanovic, “Conceptual Art: Then and Since,” Agenda: Contemporary Art, 26-27 (November/
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27. See, for example, Joseph Kosuth, “Necrophilia Mon Amour,” Artforum (May 1982), pp.
58-63.
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in the Labour Movement,” Dialogue: Writings in Art History (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1991),
pp. 140-151.
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11, 1980.)
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“The Legacy of Conceptual Art,” in Place, Position, Presentation, Public, ed. Ine Gevers (Maas-
tricht: Jan Van Eyck Akademie; Amsterdam: De Balie, 1993), pp. 42-59. Or, in a related man-
ner: “All art idealizes a public in some form. It would be true to say that the public envisaged
for or presupposed by the Conceptual Art of Art & Language was one which only a social transfor-
mation could conceivably bring to the foreground of culture (though this is not to deny that
public a continuing and significant presence both in imagination and in the actual margins of
social life). To that extent the movement recapitulated the critical utopianism of those earlier
phases of Modernism which had been marginalized in orthodox art history and art criticism by
the cultural protocols of the Cold War.” “Conceptual Art and the Suppression of the Beholder,”
in Essays on Art & Language (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991), p. 61.

33. “Remembering Conceptual Art,” delivered by Art & Language to the conference “Who's
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34. Flash Art (November-December 1988), p. 106.

35. Mel Ramsden, “On Practice,” The Fox, no. 1 (1975), p. 83.

36. It was “precisely the utopianism of earlier avant-garde movements,” Buchloh argues, “that
was manifestly absent from Conceptual Art throughout its history” (Buchloh, “Conceptual Art
1962-1969”). Similarly, Jeff Wall has made a related general argument: “The social indiffer-

ence of [Conceptual Art] is a reflex of the trauma of the collapse, circa 1939, of the ideal of an
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a media art (manifesto)
eduardo costa, raul escari, roberto jacoby

In a mass society, the public is not in direct contact with cultural activities but is informed of
them through the media. For example, the mass audience does not see an exhibition; it doesn’t
experience a happening or a soccer match first hand but, instead, sees its projection in the
news. Real artistic production stops having importance with its diffusion since it can only reach
a diminished public. “To distribute two thousand copies in a big modern city is like shooting
a bullet into the air and waiting for the pigeons to fall,” said Nam June Paik. Ultimately,
information consumers are not interested in whether or not an exhibition occurs; it is only the
image the media constructs of the artistic event that matters.

Contemporary art (principally Pop Art) sometimes makes use of mass media elements
and techniques, divorcing them from their natural context (in, for example, the work of Lich-
tenstein or in D’Arcangelo’s road series). Unlike Pop Art, we aim to make works of art utilizing
the qualities fundamental to this medium. In this way, we undertake to give to the press the
written and photographic report of a happening that has not occurred. This false report would
include the names of the participants, an indication of the time and location in which it took

place and a description of the spectacle that is supposed to have happened, with pictures taken



of the supposed participants in other circumstances. In this way of transmitting the informa-
tion, in this way of “realizing” the nonexistent event, in the differences that would arise from
the separate versions that each transmission would make from the same event, the sense of the
art work would appear. The work would begin to exist in the same moment that the conscious-
ness of the spectator constitutes it as having been accomplished.

Therefore there is a triple creation:

— the formation of the false report

— the transmission of the report through the existing channels of information'

— the reception by the spectator who constructs—based on the information received and de-
pending on the manner that information signifies for him——the substance of a nonexistent

reality which he would imagine as truthful.

This way we take on the ultimate characteristic of the media: the de-realization of ob-
jects. In this way the moment of transmission of the work of art is more privileged than its
production. The creation consists of liberating its production from its transmission.

Currently, the work of art is a combination of results from a process that starts with the
realization of a work (traditional) and continues until such work is converted into material
transmitted by the media. Now we propose a work of art in which the moment of production
disappears. In this way it will be made clear that works of art are, in reality, pretexts to start up
the apparatus of the media.

From the spectator’s point of view it is possible, for this kind of work of art, to have two
readings: on one side, the reading of the spectator who trusts the media and believes in what
he sees; on the other side, the reading of the informed spectator who is conscious of the nonex-
istence of the art work that is being transmitted.

In this way the possibility of a new genre is open: the art of the media where “what is
said” is not fundamentally important but instead thematizes the media as media.

This report addresses not only the second type of reader but also “notifies” some other

readers and thereby also performs the first part of the work that we described.

NOTES
1. The message would vary, depending on the material characteristics of the transmitting chan-

nel. “The medium is the message” (McLuhan).
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This text was written in Buenos Aires in July 1966, and published in Oscar Masotta, ed., Hap-
penings (Buenos Aires: Jorge Alvarez, 1967), pp. 119-122. Translated by Trilce Navarrete, this

is its first publication in English. The editors are grateful to Mari Carmen Ramirez for pointing
out the importance of this text to Latin American conceptualism.
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Christine Kozlov, Sound Structure, 1965-66.




compositions for audio structures
christine kozlov

The numbers on the left indicate the different sounds. The horizontals corresponding to each
number indicate both placement (in relation to the other sounds) and duration in counts of
sound (the numbers on top of the horizontals). In structure number 1, for instance, number
I’s first duration is 12 counts of sound, stopping for 1 count, continuing for 11, stopping for
2, continuing for 10, and so on.

The sounds sounding together are realized by reading downward until the sound-
indicating numbers repeat; so that again in structure number 1, the first 6 counts of sound,
sound 1, 3 and 5 (the constant) are sounding; at the end of count 6 sound 4 enters lasting for
12% counts, or until the middle of sound 1 and 3’s second duration; after sound 1 and 3’s first
stop and until sound 1 and 3 start again sound 2 is sounding.

The structures are concerned with symmetry, asymmetry, progression, or with their own
intrinsic logic.

The structure’s development in sound would incorporate either constant sounds, or

sounds with equal beat durations or both.

This text appeared in the catalogue for the exhibition “Nonanthropomorphic Art by Four Young

Artists,” held at the Lannis Gallery in New York City in February and March 1967. Unpaginated.






position and program
hélio oiticica

Anti-art, in which the artist understands his/her position not any longer as a creator for con-
templation, but as an instigator of creation— “creation” as such: this process completes itself
through the dynamic participation of the “spectator,” now considered as “participator.” Anti-
art answers the collective need for creative activity which is latent and can be activated in a
certain way by the artist. The metaphysical, intellectualist and aestheticist positions thus be-
come invalidated—there is no proposal to “elevate the spectator to a level of creation,” to a
“meta-reality,” or to impose upon him an “idea” or “aesthetic model” corresponding to those
art concepts, but to give him a simple opportunity to participate, so that he “finds” there
something he may want to realize. What the artist proposes is, thus, a “creative realization,” a
realization exempt from moral, intellectual or aesthetic premises—anti-art is exempt from
these—it is a simple position of man within himself and in his vital creative possibilities. “Not
to find” is an equally important participation, since it defines the freedom of “choosing” of
anyone to whom participation is proposed. The artist’s work, in whatever fixed aspects it may
have, only takes meaning and completes itself through the attitude of each participator—it is

he who attributes the corresponding signifiers to it: something is anticipated by the artist, but



the attributed signifiers are unanticipated possibilities, generated by the work—and this in-
cludes non-participation among its innumerable possibilities. The issue of knowing whether
art is “this” or “that,” or whether it ceases to be, is not raised: there is no definition of what art
is. (...)

... There is such a freedom of means that the very act of not creating already counts as
a creative manifestation. An ethical necessity of another kind comes into being here, which I
would also include in the environmental, since its means are realized through the word, written
or spoken, and in a more complex way through discourse: This is the social manifestation,
incorporating an ethical (as well as political) position which comes together as manifestations
of individual behavior. I should make it a bit clearer, first of all, that such a position can only
be a totally anarchic position, such is the degree of liberty implicit in it. It is against everything
that is oppressive, socially and individually—all the fixed and decadent forms of government,
or reigning social structures. The “socio-environmental” position is the starting point for all
social and political changes, or the fermenting of them at least—it is incompatible with any
law which is not determined by a defined interior need, laws being constantly remade—it is the
retaking of confidence by the individual in his or her intuitions and most precious aspirations.

Politically, this position is that of all of the genuine lefts of this world—not of course
the oppressive lefts (of which Stalinism is an example). It could not possibly be otherwise.
For me, the most complete expression of this entire concept of “environmentation” was the
formulation of what I called Parangolé. This is much more than a term which defines a series
of typical works: the capes, banners and tent. Parangolé is the definitive formulation of what
environmental anti-art is, precisely because, in these works, I was given the opportunity, the
idea, of fusing together color, structures, poetic sense, dance, words, photography—it was the
definitive pact with what I define as totality-work, if one may speak of pacts in this regard. I
will therefore from now on call Parangolé all the definitive principles formulated here, includ-
ing that of the nonformulation of concepts, which is the most important. I do not want or
intend to create, as it were, a “new anti-art aesthetic,” since this would already be an outdated
and conformist position. Parangoléis anti-art par excellence; and I intend to extend the practice
of appropriation to things of the world which I come across in the streets, vacant lots, fields,
the ambient world, things which would not be transportable, but which I would invite the
public to participate in. This would be a fatal blow to the concept of the museum, art gallery,
etc., and to the very concept of “exhibition.” Either we change it, or we remain as we are.

Museum is the world: daily experience. (. . .)
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This text is dated July 1966. It was first published in the catalogue for the exhibition “Aspiro ao
Grande Labirinto” (Rio de Janeiro, 1986), and republished in Guy Brett et al., Hélio Oiticica
(Rotterdam: Witte de With; Minneapolis: Walker Art Center, 1992), pp. 100-105, from where
the present extracts are taken.
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paragraphs on conceptual art
sol lewitt

The editor has written me that he is in favor of avoiding “the notion that the artist is a kind of
ape that has to be explained by the civilized critic.” This should be good news to both artists
and apes. With this assurance I hope to justify his confidence. To continue a baseball metaphor
(one artist wanted to hit the ball out of the park, another to stay loose at the plate and hit the
ball where it was pitched), I am grateful for the opportunity to strike out for myself.

I will refer to the kind of art in which I am involved as conceptual art. In conceptual art
the idea of concept is the most important aspect of the work.! When an artist uses a conceptual
form of art, it means that all of the planning and decisions are made beforehand and the
execution is a perfunctory affair. The idea becomes a machine that makes the art. This kind of
art is not theoretical or illustrative of theories; it is intuitive, it is involved with all types of
mental processes and it is purposeless. It is usually free from the dependence on the skill of the
artist as a craftsman. It is the objective of the artist who is concerned with conceptual art to
make his work mentally interesting to the spectator, and therefore usually he would want it to
become emotionally dry. There is no reason to suppose, however, that the conceptual artist is
out to bore the viewer. It is only the expectation of an emotional kick, to which one condi-

tioned to expressionist art is accustomed, that would deter the viewer from perceiving this art.



Conceptual art is not necessarily logical. The logic of a piece or series of pieces is a device
that is used at times only to be ruined. Logic may be used to camouflage the real intent of the
artist, to lull the viewer into the belief that he understands the work, or to infer a paradoxical
situation (such as logic vs. illogic).? The ideas need not be complex. Most ideas that are success-
ful are ludicrously simple. Successful ideas generally have the appearance of simplicity because
they seem inevitable. In terms of idea the artist is free to even surprise himself. Ideas are discov-
ered by intuition.

What the work of art looks like isn't too important. It has to look like something if it
has physical form. No matter what form it may finally have it must begin with an idea. It is
the process of conception and realization with which the artist is concerned. Once given physi-
cal reality by the artist the work is open to the perception of all, including the artist. (I use the
word “perception” to mean the apprehension of the sense data, the objective understanding of
the idea and simultaneously a subjective interpretation of both.) The work of art can only be
perceived after it is completed.

Art that is meant for the sensation of the eye primarily would be called perceptual rather
than conceptual. This would include most optical, kinetic, light and color art.

Since the functions of conception and perception are contradictory (one pre-, the other
post-fact) the artist would mitigate his idea by applying subjective judgement to it. If the artist
wishes to explore his idea thoroughly, then arbitrary or chance decisions would be kept to a
minimum, while caprice, taste and other whimsies would be eliminated from the making of
the art. The work does not necessarily have to be rejected if it does not look well. Sometimes
what is initially thought to be awkward will eventually be visually pleasing.

To work with a plan that is pre-set is one way of avoiding subjectivity. It also obviates
the necessity of designing each work in turn. The plan would design the work. Some plans
would require millions of variations, and some a limited number, but both are finite. Other
plans imply infinity. In each case, however, the artist would select the basic form and rules that
would govern the solution of the problem. After that the fewer decisions made in the course
of completing the work, the better. This eliminates the arbitrary, the capricious, and the subjec-
tive as much as possible. That is the reason for using this method.

When an artist uses a multiple modular method he usually chooses a simple and readily
available form. The form itself is of very limited importance; it becomes the grammar for the
total work. In fact it is best that the basic unit be deliberately uninteresting so that it may more
easily become an intrinsic part of the entire work. Using complex basic forms only disrupts the

unity of the whole. Using a simple form repeatedly narrows the field of the work and concen-
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trates the intensity to the arrangement of the form. This arrangement becomes the end while
the form becomes the means.

Conceptual art doesn’t really have much to do with mathematics, philosophy or any
other mental discipline. The mathematics used by most artists is simple arithmetic or simple
number systems. The philosophy of the work is implicit in the work and is not an illustration
of any system of philosophy.

It doesn’t really matter if the viewer understands the concepts of the artist by seeing the
art. Once out of his hand the artist has no control over the way a viewer will perceive the work.
Different people will understand the same thing in a different way.

Recently there has been much written about minimal art, but I have not discovered
anyone who admits to doing this kind of thing. There are other art forms around called pri-
mary structures, reductive, rejective, cool, and mini-art. No artist I know will own up to any
of these either. Therefore I conclude that it is part of a secret language that art critics use when
communicating with each other through the medium of art magazines. Mini-art is best because
it reminds one of the mini-skirts and long-legged girls. It must refer to very small works of art.
This is a very good idea. Perhaps “mini-art” shows could be sent around the country in match-
boxes. Or maybe the mini-artist is a very small person, say under five feet tall. If so, much good
work will be found in the primary schools (primary school primary structures).

If the artist carries through his idea and makes it into visible form, then all the steps in
the process are of importance. The idea itself, even if not made visual, is as much a work of art
as any finished product. All intervening steps—scribbles, sketches, drawings, failed work,
models, studies, thought, conversations—are of interest. Those that show the thought process
of the artist are sometimes more interesting than the final product.

Determining what size a piece should be is difficult. If an idea requires three dimensions
then it would seem any size would do. The question would be what size is best. If the thing
were made gigantic then the size alone would be impressive and the idea may be lost entirely.
Again, if it is too small, it may become inconsequential. The height of the viewer may have
some bearing on the work and also the size of the space into which it will be placed. The artist
may wish to place objects higher than the eye level of the viewer, or lower. I think the piece
must be large enough to give the viewer whatever information he needs to understand the
work and placed in such a way that will facilitate this understanding. (Unless the idea is of
impediment and requires difficulty of vision or access.)

Space can be thought of as the cubic area occupied by a three-dimensional volume. Any

volume would occupy space. It is air and cannot be seen. It is the interval between things that



can be measured. The intervals and measurements can be important to a work of art. If certain
distances are important they will be made obvious in the piece. If space is relatively unimport-
ant it can be regularized and made equal (things placed equal distances apart), to mitigate any
interest in interval. Regular space might also become a metric time element, a kind of regular
beat or pulse. When the interval is kept regular whatever is irregular gains more importance.

Architecture and three-dimensional art are of completely opposite natures. The former
is concerned with making an area with a specific function. Architecture, whether it is a work
of art or not, must be utilitarian or else fail completely. Art is not udilitarian. When three-
dimensional art starts to take on some of the characteristics of architecture such as forming
utilitarian areas it weakens its function as art. When the viewer is dwarfed by the large size of
a piece this domination emphasizes the physical and emotive power of the form at the expense
of losing the idea of the piece.

New materials are one of the great afflictions of contemporary art. Some artists confuse
new materials with new ideas. There is nothing worse than seeing art that wallows in gaudy
baubles. By and large most artists who are attracted to these materials are the ones that lack
the stringency of mind that would enable them to use the materials well. It takes a good artist
to use new materials and make them into a work of art. The danger is, I think, in making the
physicality of the material so important that it becomes the idea of the work (another kind
of expressionism).

Three-dimensional art of any kind is a physical fact. This physicality is its most obvious
and expressive content. Conceptual art is made to engage the mind of the viewer rather than his
eye or emotions. The physicality of a three-dimensional object then becomes a contradiction to
its non-emotive intent. Color, surface, texture, and shape only emphasize the physical aspects
of the work. Anything that calls attention to and interests the viewer in this physicality is a
deterrent to our understanding of the idea and is used as an expressive device. The conceptual
artist would want to ameliorate this emphasis on materiality as much as possible or to use it in
a paradoxical way. (To convert it into an idea.) This kind of art, then, should be stated with
the most economy of means. Any idea that is better stated in two dimensions should not be in
three dimensions. Ideas may also be stated with numbers, photographs, or words or any way
the artist chooses, the form being unimportant.

These paragraphs are not intended as categorical imperatives but the ideas stated are as
close as possible to my thinking at this time.? These ideas are the result of my work as an artist
and are subject to change as my experience changes. I have tried to state them with as much

clarity as possible. If the statements I made are unclear it may mean the thinking is unclear.

1e |enidaouod uo sydes3eied 3}Im3| |OS

ST



91

Even while writing these ideas there seemed to be obvious inconsistencies (which I have tried
to correct, but others will probably slip by). I do not advocate a conceptual form of art for all
artists. I have found that it has worked well for me while other ways have not. It is one way of
making art; other ways suit other artists. Nor do I think all conceptual art merits the viewer’s

attention. Conceptual art is only good when the idea is good.

NOTES

1. In other forms of art the concept may be changed in the process of execution.

2. Some ideas are logical in conception and illogical perceptually.

3. I dislike the term “work of art” because | am not in favor of work and the term sounds preten-

tious. But | don’t know what other term to use.

This text first appeared in Artforum, 5:10 (Summer 1967), pp. 79-84.






excerpt from placement as language (1928)
sigmund bode

It should be possible to construe a situation in which persons, things, abstractions, become
simply nouns and are thus potentially objectified. As “objects” they may be heaped or dumped
in any way (a definition of life?). Or they may perhaps be conjugated in such a way that their
positions imply “verbs” in the spaces (silences) between them.

This invisible grammar can be read within and between categories. As a function of
placement, it can be permitted to imply different systems, i. e., languages. Some of these lan-
guages we have not yet deciphered, i. e., invented. To identify such a grammar, to read such a
language constitutes a test for the reader. . . .

This linguistics of interval and position is usually closed off by themes and titles, com-
plex nouns that immobilize a system in a particular attitude. In this sense, explanations are
modes of concealing what is accessible by removing concepts to the area of other concepts
(initiating that process which eventually leads to “meaning” in the least fortunate academic
sense). . . .

Placement as a grammatical concept can be extended to any abstraction . . . to a degree
we may speak of meaning as a system of permutations, as a mathematics of placement. . . . It

is, of course, also possible to consider how placement is concealed, how the objectified unit (a



person, a concept, a period) can conceivably occur without dimensions, in no place and in no

time, and thus approach the condition of art.

This text serves as the introduction to Aspen, 5-6 (Fall-Winter 1967), guest edited by Brian
O’Doherty (a.k.a. Sigmund Bode). Unpaginated.
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Brian O'Doherty, Scenario for Black, 1967.







the serial attitude
mel bochner

What order-type is universally present wherever there is any order in the world? The
answer is, serial order. What is a series? Any row, array, rank, order of precedence,
numerical or quantitative set of values, any straight line, any geometrical figure em-
ploying straight lines, and yes, all space and all time.

—Josiah Royce, Principles of Logic

Serial order is a method, not a style. The results of this method are surprising and diverse.
Edward Muybridge’s photographs, Thomas Eakins’ perspective studies, Jasper Johns’ numerals,
Alfred Jensen’s polyptychs, Larry Poons’ circles, dots and ellipsoids, Donald Judd’s painted wall
pieces, Sol LeWitt’s orthogonal multi-part floor structures all are works employing serial logics.
This is not a stylistic phenomenon. Variousness of the above kind is sufficient grounds for
suggesting that rather than a style we are dealing with an attitude. The serial attitude is a
concern with how order of a specific type is manifest.

Many artists work “in series.” That is, they make different versions of a basic theme;
Morandi’s bottles or de Kooning’s women, for example. This falls outside the area of concern

here. Three basic operating assumptions separate serially ordered works from multiple variants:



1 — The derivation of the terms or interior divisions of the work is by means of a numerical or
otherwise systematically predetermined process (permutation, progression, rotation, reversal).
2 — The order takes precedence over the execution.

3 — The completed work is fundamentally parsimonious and systematically self-exhausting.

Serial ideas have occurred in numerous places and in various forms. Muybridge’s photo-
graphs are an instance of the serialization of time through the systematic subtraction of dura-
tion from event. Muybridge simultaneously photographed the same activity from 180°, 90°,
and 45° and printed the three sets of photographs parallel horizontally. By setting up alterna-
tive reading logics within a visually discontinuous sequence he completely fragmented percep-
tion into what Stockhausen called, in another context, a “directionless time-field.”

Robert Rauschenberg’s Seven White Panels and Ellsworth Kelly’s orthogonal eight-
foot-square Sixty-Fourare anomalous works of the early 1950s. Both paintings fall within a gen-
eralized concept of arrays, which is serial, although their concerns were primarily modular.
Modular works are based on the repetition of a standard unit. The unit, which may be anything
(Andre’s bricks, Morris’s truncated volumes, Warhol’s soup cans) does not alter its basic form,
although it may appear to vary by the way in which units are adjoined. While the addition of
identical units may modify simple gestalt viewing, this is a relatively uncomplex order form.
Modularity has a history in the “cultural methods of forming” and architectural practice. Frank
Stella has often worked within a modular set, although in his concentric square paintings he
appears to have serialized color arrangement with the addition of random blank spaces. Some
of the early black paintings, like Die Fahne Hoch, employed rotational procedures in the organi-
zation of quadrants.

Logics which precede the work may be absurdly simple and available. In Jasper Johns’
number and alphabet paintings the prime set is either the letters A-Z or the numbers 0-9.
Johns chose to utilize convention. The convention happened to be serial. Without deviating
from the accustomed order of precedence he painted all the numbers or letters, in turn, begin-
ning again at the end of each sequence until all the available spaces on the canvas were filled.
The procedure was self-exhausting and solipsistic. Other works of Johns are noteworthy in this
context, especially his 7hree Flags, which is based on size diminution and, of course, the map
paintings. His drawings in which all the integers 0-9 are superimposed are examples of a
straightforward use of simultaneity.

An earlier example of simultaneity appears in Marcel Duchamp’s Nude Descending a

Staircase. Using the technique of superimposition and transparency he divided the assigned
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canvas into a succession of time intervals. Due to the slight variation in density it is impossible
to visualize specific changes as such. Alternations are leveled to a single information which
subverts experiential time. Duchamp has said the idea was suggested to him by the experiments
of Dr. Etienne Jules Marey (1830-1904). Marey, a French physiologist, began with ideas de-
rived from the work of Muybridge, but made a number of significant conceptual and mechani-
cal changes. He invented an ingenious optical device based on principles of revolution similar
to Gatling’s machine gun. This device enabled him to photograph multiple points of view on
one plate. In 1890 he invented his “chronophotograph,” which was capable of recording, in
succession, 120 separate photos per second. He attempted to visualize the passage of time by
placing a clock within camera range, obtaining by this method a remarkable “dissociation of
time and image.”

Types of order are forms of thoughts. They can be studied apart from whatever physical
form they may assume. Before observing some further usages of seriality in the visual arts, it
will be helpful to survey several other areas where parallel ideas and approaches also exist. In

doing this I wish to imply neither metaphor nor analogy.

My desire was for a conscious control over the new means and forms that arise in every
artist’s mind.

—Arnold Schoenberg

Music has been consistently engaged with serial ideas. Although the term “serial music” is
relatively contemporary, it could be easily applied to Bach or even Beethoven. In a serial or
Dodecaphonic (twelve tone) composition, the order of the notes throughout the piece is a
consequence of an initially chosen and ordered set (the semitonal scale arranged in a definite
linear order). Note distribution is then arrived at by permuting this prime set. Any series of
notes (or numbers) can be subjected to permutation as follows: 2 numbers have only 2 permu-
tations (1, 2; 2, 1); 3 numbers have 6 (1, 2, 3; 1,3, 2;2,1,3;2,3,1;3,1,2; 3,2, 1); 4
numbers have 24; ... 12 numbers have 479,001,600. Other similarly produced numerical
sequences and a group of pre-established procedures give the exact place in time for each sound,
the coincidence of sounds, their duration, timbre and pitch.

The American serial composer Milton Babbits Three Compositions for Piano can be used
as a simplified example of this method (see George Perle’s Serial Composition and Atonality for

a more detailed analysis). The prime set is represented by these integers: P = 5, 1, 2, 4. By



subtracting each number in turn from a constant of such value that the resulting series intro-
duces no numbers not already given, an inversion results (in this case the constant is 6): I = 1,
5, 4, 2. A rotational procedure applied to P and I yields the third and fourth set forms: Rp =
2,4,5,1;Ri=4,2,1,5.

Mathematics—or more correctly arithmetic—is used as a compositional device, re-
sulting in the most literal sort of “programme music,” but one whose course is deter-
mined by a numerical rather than a narrative or descriptive “Programme.”

—NMilton Babbit

The composer is freed from individual note-to-note decisions which are self-generating
within the system he devises. The music thus attains a high degree of conceptual coherence,

even if it sometimes sounds “aimless and fragmentary.”

The adaptation of the serial concept of composition by incorporating the more general
notion of permutation into structural organization—a permutation the limits of which
are rigorously defined in terms of the restrictions placed on its self-determination con-
stitutes a logical and fully justified development, since both morphology and rhetoric
are governed by one and the same principle.

—Pierre Boulez

The form itself is of very limited importance, it becomes the grammar for the total work.
—Sol LeWitt

Language can be approached in either of two ways, as a set of culturally transmitted be-
havior patterns shared by a group or as a system conforming to the rules which constitute
its grammar.

—Joseph Greenberg, Essays in Linguistics

In linguistic analysis, language is often considered as a system of elements without as-
signed meanings (“uninterpreted systems”). Such systems are completely permutational, having
grammatical but not semantic rules. Since there can be no system without rules of arrange-

ment, this amounts to the handling of language as a set of probabilities. Many interesting
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observations have been made about uninterpreted systems which are directly applicable to the
investigation of any array of elements obeying fixed rules of combination. Studies of isomor-
phic (correspondence) relationships are especially interesting.

Practically all systems can be rendered isomorphic with a system containing only one
serial relation. For instance, elements can be reordered into a single line, i. e., single serial
relation by arranging them according to their coordinates. In the following two-dimensional
array, the coordinates of C are (1, 3), of T (3, 2):

R P D
L B T
cC U O

Isomorphs could be written as: R, L, C, LB, U, D, T, Oor R, D, L, B, T, C, U, O.
An example of this in language is the ordering in time of speech to correspond to the ordering
of direction in writing. All the forms of cryptography from crossword puzzles to highly sophis-

ticated codes depend on systematic relationships of this kind.

The limits of my language are the limits of my world.

—Ludwig Wittgenstein

The structure of an artificial optic array may, but need not, specify a source. A wholly
invented structure need not specify anything. This would be a case of structure as such.
It contains information, but not information about, and it affords perception but not
perception of.

—James J. Gibson, The Senses Considered as Perceptual Systems

Perspective, almost universally dismissed as a concern in recent art, is a fascinating ex-
ample of the application of prefabricated systems. In the work of artists like Ucello, Diirer,
Piero, Saendredam, Eakins (especially their drawings), it can be seen to exist entirely as meth-
odology. It demonstrates not how things appear but rather the workings of its own strict postu-
lates. As it is, these postulates are serial.

Perspective has had an oddly circular history. Girard Desargues (1593—1662) based his
non-Euclidean geometry on an intuition derived directly from perspective. Instead of begin-

ning with the unverifiable Euclidean axiom that parallel lines never meet, he accepted instead



the visual evidence that they do meet at the point where they intersect on the horizon line (the
“vanishing point” or “infinity” of perspective). Out of his investigations of “visual” (as opposed
to “tactile”) geometry came the field of projective geometry. Projective geometry investigates
such problems as the means of projecting figures from the surface of three-dimensional objects
to two-dimensional planes. It has led to the solution of some of the problems in mapmaking.
Maps are highly abstract systems, but since distortion of some sort must occur in the transfor-
mation from three to two dimensions, maps are never completely accurate. To compensate for
distortion, various systems have been devised. On a topographical map, for example, the lines
indicating levels (contour lines) run through points which represent physical points on the
surface mapped so that an isomorphic relation can be established. Parallels of latitude, isobars,
isothermal lines and other grid coordinate denotations, all serialized, are further cases of the
application of external structure systems to order the unordered.

Another serial aspect of mapmaking is a hypothesis in topology about color. It states that
with only four colors all the countries on any map can be differentiated without any color
having to appear adjacent to itself. (One wonders what the results might look like if all the

paintings in the history of art were repainted to conform to the conditions of this hypothe-

sis.) (. ..)

This text was published in Artforum, 6:4 (December 1967), pp. 28-33.
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statement
daniel buren, olivier mosset, michel parmentier,
niele toroni

Art is the illusion of disorientation, the illusion of liberty, the illusion of presence, the illusion

of the sacred, the illusion of Nature. . . . Not the painting of Buren, Mosset, Parmentier or
Toroni. . . . Art is a distraction, art is false. Painting begins with Buren, Mosset, Parmentier,
Toroni.

This text appeared in the form of a three-minute audio tape loop synchronized to a series of
slides (of flowers, a striptease, a bullfight, views of St. Tropez, and more) projected onto paint-
ings by the four artists at the Paris Biennale in October 1967. The present translation is taken
from Lucy R. Lippard, Six Years: The Dematerialization of the Art Object from 1966 to 1972
(New York: Praeger, 1973), p. 30.






buren, mosset, toroni or anybody
michel claura

In order to discuss a forgery, one must refer to an original. In the case of Buren, Mosset, Toroni,
where is the original work? . . . Who is to say whether from the beginning they have not been
doing each other’s canvases? And if we compare all the canvases with vertical bands, all those
with a central circle, all those with the regular imprints, who can distinguish between Buren,
or Mosset, or Toroni as the author? For there is an absolute identity among all the canvases of
each “type,” whoever happened to be the author of any one of them. . . . “Real” or “False” are
notions that cannot be adapted to the painting of Buren, Mosset, Toroni. . . . For the first time,
with Buren, Mosset, Toroni, painting 7. The experiment proposed to us carries a supplemen-
tary proof. One could search endlessly for a work which would lend itself to this demonstra-
tion. Why bother. Art exists as it is and it would be useless to establish a comparison between

art and the painting of Buren, Mosset, Toroni.

This text appeared in the form of a brochure distributed independently by the artists in the Fall
of 1967, and at an exhibition by Buren and Toroni in Lugano in December 1967. The present
translation is taken from the Lucy R. Lippard papers, Archives of American Art, uncataloged

recent acquisition.
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Mel Ramsden, Secret Painting, 1967-68.




remarks on air-conditioning: an extravaganza of
blandness
michael baldwin

It has been customary to regard “exhibitions” as those situations where various objects are in
discrete occupation of a room or site, etc.: perceptors appear, to peruse. In the case of so-called
“environmental” exhibitions, it is easily shown that aspects of the discrete arrangement remain.
Instead of inflected, dominating surfaces, etc., there are inflected dominating sites, etc. Objec-
tions to this view which call up questions of degree (in respect of fineness of supported detail)
are irrelevant here since they are integral to the discrete situation, only serving to distinguish
one mode from another there.

It is absurd to suggest that spatial considerations are at all bound to the relations of
things at a certain level above that of a minimum visibility.

Our proposals so far concern an interior situation: to declare open a volume of (free)
air would be to acquire administrative problems which inform a further decomplexity. (A
distinction, as appropriate to these proposals, between, say, designator and designandum is
beyond the scope of this writing ) Administrative problems are anyway only partially distin-
guished in a formal sense from others concerning requirements of specificity, etc. Inside, di-
mensional aspects remain physically explicit; “air-conditioning” itself acquires a contextual

decorum.



It is traditional to expect so—called ordinary things to be identifiable: there is nothing in
the instrumental situation which demands identifiability. It may be true that the situation will
remain only partially interpreted along many axes: there is a lack of a system of rules like those
of correspondence.

A “complete” interpretation in terms of operations with sensitive instruments, etc.,
would amount to showing a veneer over the extended possibilities which the work supports. It
is easy to define what is meant by saying that a magnitude which is only “computable” with
the help of, say, instruments and one which one can take a ruler to are nonetheless values of
the same physical magnitude. It means that the visible or stated relations of the functor to
other physical functors are the same. Obviously, anyway, one is still with experience.

Ornamental detail in the rooms may be objected to on the grounds that it offers a
“strong” experiential competitiveness which would never be supported by the air medium (the
competition would never be met). Here, the all-black, all-gray, all-white, etc., environmental
situations inform ornamental values. Extremes of air temperature (either very hot or very cold)
are cut out for several reasons: one is that to allow the air to become self~ importantly hot or
cold indicates an insistence upon just one of its properties; another, which is secondary here,
is that extremes of high or low temperature make us dwell on tactile experience. Any sound
coming from the equipment is not ornamental so long as it is consistent with the functioning
of that equipment. Terry Atkinson has written: “Sounds from outside should be eliminated,
although sounds from outside kept at a very low level might well be consistent with the super-
usual quality.”

The demand made of the equipment would be that it keep the temperature constant:
this is another reason for going inside. Prescriptions which go much further in specifying the
dress of the room are mostly useless; it has to be looked at mutatis mutandis.

Terms like “neutral” are irrelevant in this context except perhaps with one application—
a “social” one. There the term might indicate an absence of the feeling that what was occurring
was technologically miraculous (such feelings are engendered by air-conditioning in, say, Lon-
don, whereas people are used to it in New York).

Rubrics like “Non Exhibition,” etc., are not inaccurate, they are just nonsensical. Obvi-
ously, there are cases where, for instance, sense is not exhibited, but the usage of the term itself
is not similar to the present one.

It can’t be said that we are relying on old-fashioned logical postulates (The Bellman’s
map in The Hunting of The Snark)," or that the experiences offered are in any sense cut down,

rather they rely less on the vagaries of a detailed situation.
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NOTES

1. “Other maps are such shapes, with their islands and capes!
But we’ve got our brave captain to thank.”
(So the crew would protest) “that he’s bought us the best—

A perfect and absolute blank!”

This text was first published in Arts Magazine, 42:2 (November 1967), pp. 22-23.






a defense of the “conceptual” process in art
adrian piper

I am very much aware of the thorniness (at this late date!) of using words like “detached” or
“objective” in relation to an artist’s work or attitude about his work. I've often attempted to
plow through people’s protests about the vulgarity of an artist’s non-involvement in his work
supposedly implied in the use of such terms. However, that is not at all what those words mean
to me; on the contrary—1I think that a greater total involvement in one’s work is possible when
one attempts to be objective than when one does not. I have found that the limitations imposed
by decisions based on my personal “tastes” are absolutely stifling. Choices made through the
criteria of subjective likes and dislikes are to me nothing more than a kind of therapeutic ego-
titillation that only inhibit further the possibility of sharing an artistic vision (as if it weren't
difficult enough a thing to do as it is).

Besides, I really believe that truly good art is always made of broader stuff than the
personality of the artist. Think of all the hangups Cézanne had that he managed to transcend
in his work! I don’t mean to imply that great artists of the past necessarily knew and consciously
strove for this kind of objectivity—I don’t presume to know whether they did or not—but I
think that the mere fact of their work’s ability to affect us on any level is an indication that

they attained and shared this breadth of vision. The new terminology—“cool,” “rational,”



“reductive” art—simply corroborates my opinion that the necessity for this transcendence of
subjectivity has been recognized, and that attempts are being made to facilitate the process.

To me, people who complain about the “anti-humanism” of conceptual art are missing
the point. Any kind of objectivitcy—whether it is in the formulation of a concretized system,
a rational decision-making method, conceptual clarity—can serve only to facilitate the final
emergence, in as pure a form as possible, of the artistic idea, which is almost always basically
intuitive in nature. It is only when one subordinates the original intuition to the subjective
distillations and limitations of one’s own personality that one need be finally confronted with
a kind of mirror image of one’s egoistical conflicts as an end product.

I think that the best thing an artist can do for his creative development is allow his
intuitions as full an actualization as possible—unhampered by ultimately unavoidable limita-
tions of personality and material. (. . .) I have found that the best way for me to deal with my
own subjective limitations is in the process of conceptual formulation. (. . .)

Only the intuitive is truly unlimited. I see all art as basically an intuitive process, regard-
less of how obliquely it has been dealt with in the past. Within this context, I think “conceptual
art” is the most adequate way of liberating the creative process so that the artist may approach

and realize his work—or himself—on the purest possible level.

This text is dated 1967. It was first published in Adrian Piper, Out of Order, Out of Sight. Volume
I1: Selected Writings in Art Criticism 1967-1992 (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1996), pp. 3-4.
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Hans Haacke, Live Airborne System, 1965-68. Photograph of seagulls attracted
by bread thrown out on the ocean at Coney Island, 30 November 1968.







general scheme of the new objectivity
hélio oiticica

A typical state of current Brazilian avant-garde art could be formulated as “New Objectivity.”
Its principal characteristics are: 1) general constructive will; 2) a move towards the object, as
easel painting is negated and superceded; 3) the participation of the spectator (bodily, tactile,
visual, semantic, etc.); 4) an engagement and a position on political, social and ethical prob-
lems; 5) a tendency towards collective propositions and consequently the abolition, in the art
of today, of “isms,” so characteristic of the first half of the century (a tendency which can
be encompassed by Mério Pedrosa’s concept of “Post-Modern Art”); 6) a revival of, and new
formulations in, the concept of anti-art.

“New Objectivity” therefore, as a typical state of current Brazilian art, likewise distin-
guishes itself on the international plane from the two main currents of today: Pop and Op, and
also from those connected to them: Nouveau Réalisme and Primary Structures (Hard Edge).

“New Objectivity” being a state, and not a dogmatic, aestheticist movement (as Cubism
was, for instance, or any of the other “isms” constituted as a “unity of thought,” but unified
nevertheless by a general verification of these multiple tendencies grouped into general tenden-
cies). One may find, if one wishes, a simile in Dada, keeping in mind the distances and differ-

ences. (. ..)



The problem of spectator participation is more complex, since this participation, which
from the beginning was opposed to pure transcendental contemplation, manifests itself in
many ways. There are, however, two well-defined modes of participation: one is that which
involves “manipulation” or “sensorial-corporal participation”; the other, that which involves a
“semantic” participation. These two modes of participation seek, as it were, a fundamental,
total, significant, nonfractioned participation, involving the two processes; that is, they are not
reducible to the purely mechanical participation, but concentrate on new meanings, differing
from pure transcendental contemplation. From the “playful” propositions to those of the “act,”
from the “pure word” semantic propositions to those of the “word in the object,” in “narrative”
works and works of political or social protest, what is being sought is an objective mode of
participation. This would be the internal search, inside the object, desired by the proposition
of active spectator participation in the process: the individual to whom the work is addressed
is invited to complete the meanings proposed by it—it is thus an open work. (. . .) It is useless
to outline here a history of the phases and appearances of spectator participation, but it can be
found in all the new manifestations of our avant-garde, from the individual works to the collec-
tive (e.g. “happenings”). Experiences of both an individualized and a collective nature tend
towards increasingly more open propositions in the sense of this participation, including those
which tend to give the individual the opportunity to “create” his work. Likewise, the preoccu-
pation with serial production of works (which would be the playful sense elevated to the high-
est degree) is an important take-off point for this problem.

There is currently in Brazil the need to take positions in regard to political, social, and
ethical problems, a need which increases daily and requires urgent formulation, since it is the
crucial issue in the creative field: the so-called plastic arts, literature, etc. (. . .)

There are two ways to propose a collective art: the first would be to throw individual
productions into contact with the public in the streets (naturally, productions created for this,
not conventional productions adapted); the other is to propose creative activities to this public,
in the actual creation of the work. In Brazil, the tendency towards a collective art is what really
concerns our avant-garde artists. (. . .)

... In Brazil, the roles take on the following pattern: how to, in an underdeveloped
country, explain and justify the appearance of an avant-garde, not as a symptom of alienation,
but as a decisive factor in its collective progress? How to situate the artist’s activity there? The
problem could be tackled by another question: who does the artist make his work for? It can
be seen, thus, that this artist feels a greater need, not only simply to “create,” but to “communi-

cate” something which for him is fundamental, but this communication would have to be
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large-scale, not for an elite reduced to “experts,” but even “against” this elite, with the proposi-
tion of unfinished, “open” works. This is the fundamental key to the new concept of anti-art:
not only to hammer away at the art of the past, or against the old concepts (as before, still an
attitude based upon transcendentalism), but to create new experimental conditions where the
artist takes on the role of “proposer,” or “entrepreneur,” or even “educator.” The old problem
of “making a new art,” or of knocking down cultures, is no longer formulated in this way—
the correct formulation would be to ask: what propositions, promotions and measures must
one draw upon to create a wide-ranging condition of popular participation in these new open
propositions, in the creative sphere to which these artists elected themselves. Upon this de-
pends their very survival, and that of the people in this sense. (. . .)

... In conclusion, I want to evoke a sentence which, I believe, could very well represent
the spirit of “New Objectivity,” a fundamental sentence which, in a way, represents a synthesis
of all these points and the current situation (condition) of the Brazilian avant-garde; it could

serve as a motto, the rallying cry of “New Objectivity”—here it is: OF ADVERSITY WE LIVE!

This text first appeared in the catalogue for the exhibition “Nova Objetividade Brasileira” (Rio de
Janeiro: Museu de Arte Moderna, 1967), and was republished in Guy Brett et al., Hélio Oiticica
(Rotterdam: Witte de With: Minneapolis: Walker Art Center, 1992), pp. 110-120, from where

the present extracts are taken.
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the dematerialization of art
lucy r. lippard and john chandler

During the 1960’s, the anti-intellectual, emotional/intuitive processes of art-making character-
istic of the last two decades have begun to give way to an ultra-conceptual art that emphasizes
the thinking process almost exclusively. As more and more work is designed in the studio but
executed elsewhere by professional craftsmen, as the object becomes merely the end product,
a number of artists are losing interest in the physical evolution of the work of art. The studio
is again becoming a study. Such a trend appears to be provoking a profound dematerialization
of art, especially of art as object, and if it continues to prevail, it may result in the object’s
becoming wholly obsolete. (.. .)

A highly conceptual art, like an extremely rejective art or an apparently random art,
upsets detractors because there is “not enough to look at,” or rather not enough of what they
are accustomed to looking for. Monotonal or extremely simple-looking painting and totally
“dumb” objects exist in time as well as in space because of two aspects of the viewing experi-
ence. First, they demand more participation by the viewer, despite their apparent hostility
(which is not hostility so much as aloofness and self-containment). More time must be spent
in experience of a detail-less work, for the viewer is used to focusing on details and absorbing

an impression of the piece with the help of these details. Secondly, the time spent looking at



an “empty” work, or one with a minimum of action, seems infinitely longer than action-and-
detail-filled time. This time element is, of course, psychological, but it allows the artist an
alternative to or extension of the serial method. Painter-sculptor Michael Snow’s film Wave-
length, for instance, is tortuously extended within its 45-minute span. By the time the
camera, zeroing in very slowly from the back of a large loft, reaches a series of windows and
finally a photograph of water surface, or waves, between two of them, and by the time that
photograph gradually fills the screen, the viewer is aware of an almost unbearable anticipation
that seems the result of an equally unbearable length of time stretched out at a less than normal
rate of looking; the intensity is reinforced by the sound, which during most of the film is
monotonal, moving up in pitch and up in volume until at the end it is a shrill hum, both

exciting and painful.

Joseph Schillinger, a minor American Cubist who wrote, over a twenty-five year period, an
often extraordinary book called The Mathematical Basis of the Arts, divided the historical evolu-
tion of art into five “zones,” which replace each other with increasing acceleration: 1. pre-
aesthetic, a biological stage of mimicry; 2. traditional-aesthetic, a magic, ritual-religious art;
3. emotional-aesthetic, artistic expressions of emotions, self-expression, art for arts sake;
4. rational-aesthetic, characterized by empiricism, experimental art, novel art; 5. scientific,
post-aesthetic, which will make possible the manufacture, distribution and consumption of a
perfect art product and will be characterized by a fusion of the art forms and materials, and,
finally, a “disintegration of art,” the “abstraction and liberation of the idea.”!

Given this framework, we could now be in a transitional period between the last two
phases, though one can hardly conceive of them as literally the last phases the visual arts will
go through. After the intuitive process of recreating aesthetic realities through man’s own body,
the process of reproduction or imitation, mathematical logic enters into art. (The Bauhaus
dictum “Less is More” was anticipated by William of Occam when he wrote: “What can be
explained by fewer principles is explained needlessly by more”; Nominalism and Minimalism
have more in common than alliteration.) From then on, man became increasingly conscious
of the course of his evolution, beginning to create directly from principles without the interces-
sion of reproductive reality. This clearly corresponds to the Greenbergian interpretation of
Modernism (a word used long before Greenberg, though his disciples insist on attributing it
to him). The final “post-aesthetic” phase supersedes this self-conscious, self-critical art that
answers other art according to a determinist schedule. Involved with opening up rather than

narrowing down, the newer work offers a curious kind of Utopianism which should not be
g p

J3|pueyd uyol . pseddi| "1 £on|

1ie J0 Uollezi|elialewsap ayl

Ly



8v

confused with Nihilism except in that, like all Utopias, it indirectly advocates a zabula rasa;
like most Utopias, it has no concrete expression.

Dematerialized art is post-aesthetic only in its increasingly non-visual emphases. The
aesthetic of principle is still an aesthetic, as implied by frequent statements by mathematicians
and scientists about the beauty of an equation, formula or solution: “Why should an aesthetic
criterion be so successful so often? Is it just that it satisfies physicists? I think there is only one
answer—nature is inherently beautiful” (physicist Murray Gell-Mann); “In this case, there was
a moment when I knew how nature worked. It had elegance and beauty. The goddam thing
was gleaming” (Nobel prizewinner Richard Feynman).? The more one reads these statements,
the more apparent it becomes that the scientist’s attempt to discover, perhaps even to impose
order and structure on the universe, rests on assumptions that are essentially aesthetic. Order
itself, and its implied simplicity and unity, are aesthetic criteria.

The disintegration Schillinger predicted is obviously implicit in the break-up since 1958
or so of traditional media, and in the introduction of electronics, light, sound, and, more
important, performance attitudes into painting and sculpture—the so far unrealized interme-
dia revolution whose prophet is John Cage. It is also implied by the current international obses-
sion with entropy. According to Wylie Sypher, for example: “The future is that in which time
becomes effective, and the mark of time is the increasing disorder toward which our system
tends. . . . During the course of time, entropy increases. Time can be measured by the loss of
structure in our system, its tendency to sink back into that original chaos from which it may
have emerged. . . . One meaning of time is a drift toward inertia.”?

Today many artists are interested in an order that incorporates implications of disorder
and chance, in a negation of actively ordering parts in favor of the presentation of a whole.*
Earlier in the 20th century the announcement of an element of indeterminacy and relativity
in the scientific system was a factor in the rise of an irrational abstraction. Plato’s anti-art
statements, his opposition to imitative and representational art, and his contempt for the prod-
ucts of artists, whom he considered insane, are too familiar to review here, but they are interest-
ing to note again in view of the current trend back to “normalcy,” as evidenced by the
provocative opening show of the East Village cooperative Lannis Museum of Normal Art,
where several of the works discussed here were seen. Actually, the “museum” would be better
called the Museum of Adnormal Art, since it pays unobtrusive homage to the late Ad Reinhardt
and to his insistence that only “art-as-art” is normal for art. (The painter-director, Joseph Ko-
suth, admits his pedantic tendency, also relatable to Reinhardt’s dogmas, in the pun on normal

schools.) However, “no idea” was one of Reinhardt’s Rules and his ideal did not include the



ultra-conceptual. When works of art, like words, are signs that convey ideas, they are not things
in themselves but symbols or representatives of things. Such a work is a medium rather than
an end in itself or “art-as-art.” The medium need not be the message, and some ultra-
conceptual art seems to declare that the conventional art media are no longer adequate as
media to be messages in themselves. (. . .)

Idea art has been seen as art about criticism rather than art-as-art or even art about art.
On the contrary, the dematerialization of the object might eventually lead to the disintegration
of criticism as it is known today. The pedantic or didactic or dogmatic basis insisted on by
many of these artists is incorporated in the art. It bypasses criticism as such. Judgment of ideas
is less interesting than following the ideas through. In the process, one might discover that
something is either a good idea, that is, fertile and open enough to suggest infinite possibilities,
or a mediocre idea, that is, exhaustible, or a bad idea, that is, already exhausted or with so lictle
substance that it can be taken no further. (The same can be applied to style in the formal sense,
and style except as an individual trademark tends to disappear in the path of novelty.) If the
object becomes obsolete, objective distance becomes obsolete. Sometime in the near future it
may be necessary for the writer to be an artist as well as for the artist to be a writer. There will
still be scholars and historians of art, but the contemporary critic may have to choose between
a creative originality and explanatory historicism.

Ultra-conceptual art will be thought of by some as “formalist” because of the spareness
and austerity it shares with the best of painting and sculpture at the moment. Actually, it is as
anti-formal as the most amorphous or journalistic expressionism. It represents a suspension of
realism, even formal realism, color realism, and all the other “new realisms.” However, the idea
that art can be experienced in order to extract an idea or underlying intellectual scheme as well
as to perceive its formal essence continues from the opposing formalist premise that painting
and sculpture should be looked at as objects per se rather than as references to other images and
representation. As visual art, a highly conceptual work still stands or falls by what it looks like,
but the primary, rejective trends in their emphasis on singleness and autonomy have limited
the amount of information given, and therefore the amount of formal analysis possible. They
have set critic and viewer thinking about what they see rather than simply weighing the formal
or emotive impact. Intellectual and aesthetic pleasure can merge in this experience when the
work is both visually strong and theoretically complex.

Some thirty years ago, Ortega wrote about the “new art”: “The task it sets itself is enor-
mous; it wants to create from nought. Later, I expect, it will be content with less and achieve

more.”” Fully aware of the difficulty of the new art, he would probably not have been surprised
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to find that a generation or more later the artist has achieved more with less, has continued to
make something of “nought” fifty years after Malevich’s White on White seemed to have defined
nought for once and for all. We still do not know how much less “nothing” can be. Has an
ultimate zero point been arrived at with black paintings, white paintings, light beams, transpar-

ent film, silent concerts, invisible sculpture, or any of the other projects mentioned above? It

hardly seems likely.

NOTES

1. Joseph Schillinger, The Mathematical Basis of the Arts (New York: Philosophical Library,
1948), p. 17.

2. Quoted in Lee Edson, “Two Men in Search of the Quark,” New York Times Magazine (8 Octo-
ber 1967).

3. Wylie Sypher, Loss of Self in Modern Literature and Art (New York: Vintage, 1962), pp. 73—
74. The word has also been applied to differing areas of recent art by Robert Smithson and Piero
Gilardi; it appears as the title of short stories as well, for instance, by Thomas Pynchon.

4. In the New York art world, the idea seems to have originated with Don Judd.

5. José Ortegay Gasset, The Dehumanization of Art (New York: Doubleday Anchor, 1956), p. 50.

This essay was written in late 1967 and first published in Art International, 12:2 (February
1968), pp. 31-36.






concerning the article “the dematerialization
of art”
terry atkinson

(..

I have some inquiries I wish to advance relating to the usage of the word “dematerialization”
with precise regard as to its correctness in describing and relating the process of disestablishing
a precept which had been assumed to be a necessary condition of the visual art menage (i.e.
that there be a “looking at” object). There seems to be in your article a strongly emphasized
paleontological framework of reference according to the data you offer from Schillinger’s evolu-
tionary categorical chronology of art-making procedures, hence I deduce that you are using
“dematerialization” to describe a process which has connections with processes which have
been slowly forming its own structure. Nevertheless, after careful consideration, I can only
perceive that your usage of “dematerialization” is a metaphorical one (I know that I am point-
ing out what is probably the most obvious of facts); there is not, I realize, anything of necessity
wrong with metaphorical usage. But I think in the case of the process I understand your article
to be concerned with, such a usage has a number of shortcomings in as far as the process of
dematerialization is not in any strict sense the process (I emphasize as I understand it) you are

describing. (. . .)



.. .The Oxford English Dictionary defines “dematerialization” as “to deprive of material
qualities.” It would seem appropriate here to define matter as follows: a specialized form of
energy which has the attributes of mass and extension in time, and with which we become
acquainted through our bodily senses. It is more than plain then that when a material entity
becomes dematerialized it does not simply become non-visible (as opposed to invisible), it
becomes an entity which cannot be perceived by any of our senses. As far as material qualities
go it is simply a non-entity. Thus it seems to me that if you are talking about art-objects
dematerializing,' then you would be obliged to talk about objects of which there was now no
material trace; if, on the other hand, you are talking or implying, by virtue of the metaphorical
license, that some artists today are using immaterial entities to demonstrate ideas, then you
would be talking of ideas that had never had any material concretization. It certainly does
not follow that because an object is invisible, or is less visible? than it was, or is less visible
than another object,? that any process of dematerialization has taken place. If I might be per-
mitted to make more specific reference to your article I would like to continue in the postlimi-
nary manner.

All the examples of art-works (ideas) you refer to in your article are, with few exceptions,
art-objects. They may not be an art-object as we know it in its traditional matter-state, but
they are nevertheless matter in one of its forms, either solid-state, gas-state, liquid-state. And
it is on this question of matter-state* that my caution with regard to the metaphorical usage of
dematerialization is centered upon. (. . .) I consider your article to be an important document
in pointing out some recently developed directions of artistic sensibility (and which appears to
be carrying the extensions of art more and more into areas regarded previously as not the
business of the artist). But I think that any elucidation, extrapolation, explication, formulation,
etc. of such a development will itself have to develop and use a far more stringent terminology
and dialectic than that traditionally used to describe the acts and resultant objects of an em-
broilment in what are called artmaking procedures; procedures which, after all, have a blatant
and rabid poetic and romantic basis. (It may be more than a possibility that a lot of what is
considered to be great art criticism may yet turn out to be great art fiction.)’

I wish at this point to reiterate briefly some of the aspects of your article which have
interested me and which I have touched upon in the foregoing. Matter is a specialized form of
energy, radiant energy is the only form in which energy can exist in the absence of matter. Thus
when dematerialization takes place it means, in terms of physical phenomena, the conversion (I

use this word guardedly) of a state of matter into that of radiant energy; this follows as energy
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can never be created or destroyed. But further, if one were to speak of an art-form that used
radiant energy, then one would be committed to the contradiction of speaking of a formless
form, and one can imagine the verbal acrobatics that might take place when the romantic
metaphor was put to work on questions concerning formless-forms (non-material) and mate-
rial forms. The philosophy of what is called aesthetics relying finally, as it does, on what it has
called the content of the art work is at the most only fitted with the philosophical tools to deal
with problems of an art that absolutely counts upon the production of matter-state entities.
The shortcomings of such philosophical tools are plain enough to see inside this limit of mate-
rial objects. Once this limit is broken these shortcomings hardly seem worth considering, as
the sophistry of the whole framework is dismissed as being not applicable to an art procedure
that records its information in words, and the consequent material qualities of the entity pro-
duced (i.e. typewritten sheet, etc.) do not necessarily have anything to do with the idea. That
is, the idea is “read about” rather than “looked at.” That some art should be directly material
and that other art should produce a material entity only as a necessary by-product of the need
to record the idea is not at all to say that the latter is connected by any process of dematerializa-
tion to the former.

Here in England, I have been and still am a participant in what could loosely be called
a think-tank® (at the risk of being accused of using metaphorical technological jargon reminis-
cent of McLuhan) which had been working with “objectless” quiddities (I use this phrase for
the patent want of a better one) developed inside what I can, at the moment, only call a frame-
work of mention.” Such a framework uses only theoretical entities and as such does not come
up for the count as either material or immaterial art. The ideas are recorded in typewritten
word form as the nature of the ideas can only be satisfactorily developed in such a form (or in
audio form on magnetic tape). One reads the written information just as one reads any written
information. (. ..)

... At the moment I can only refer to the technique that Michael Baldwin and myself
have used in attempting to formulate the theoretical entities constructed in the “Air-
Conditioning Show,” the “Air Show” and the “Time Show” as a technique where the content
is separated off from the notion of making an art-object. Maybe something like a technique of
content-isolation (I am wary of such a description; but I must admit, at the cost of being a
little anecdotal, that the term appeals to me by virtue of the fact that Clement Greenberg has
pontificated to the effect that it is no use talking about the content of an art-work, which if I
guess correctly means he can’t talk about these particular works at all.) It is, to put it more

approximately than precisely, the artist working with what, in the visual art-context, is tradi-



tionally recognized as the medium of the art-critic and art-historian. Perhaps I can explicate
the methodology of such a technique a little more. If it is pointed out in the theoretical frame-
works (used by Michael Baldwin and myself) that the situations are no more than synallagmat-
ically related to the internal introduction (i.e. inside the framework of what I call mention) of
new descriptive terms, etc. which provide a consistent and appropriate noneliminative context
for nomological implication (i.e. if there are any rules governing such a framework they are, in
consequence of the nature of the structure of the framework, open-ended and thus difficult to
identify as rules), then questions about objects made will, obviously, be seen to entail answers,
the natures of which will in the end only be cognizable with objects produced as a by-product
of the need to record the content of the idea, hence to consider the objects produced within
the framework (i.e. typewritten sheets) as “looking-at” objects rather than “reading-about”
objects is to look for 1st-order-visual information where there is no intention to produce
such information.®

In view of the immediately preceding paragraph I wish to develop a few ideas and
thoughts with regard to another interesting postulation you have made in the “Dematerializa-
tion” article. I quote, “that dematerialized art is post-aesthetic only in its increasing non-visual
emphases. . . .” Nobody concerned with problems (pertaining to your article) that I know of
here in England is likely to want to make a major issue of argument over whether or not “the
aesthetic of principle is still an aesthetic”;” however, I have a few reflective notes which may be
of some small relevance here. Equations, formulae, theoretical entities, etc. are normally re-
corded in written-sign-word form and obviously any aesthetic criteria applied to them are
usually related to how effectively the written format expresses the information relevant to the
state, situation, etc. it is seeking to describe/explain. If I may be allowed to pursue an analogy
here, consider the following. A man has in his possession a map which he knows contains the
information instructing him how to get from A to B, but because he has not had an adequate
course in map-reading he cannot read the map. If he then says the map has great beauty, then
he cannot be judging this map to have beauty according to the information presented by the
map as a map, but is talking of the map in some other way. Now when a scientist talks of the
beauty of an equation, his beauty is judged according to the nature of his course in equation-
reading'® which provides him with the basis for making judgements concerning how good an
equation is. If he is simply looking at the object “equation” rather than reading-looking at the
object “equation” then his judgement of the beauty of the equation is according some other
kind of beauty to it. If, for instance, the scientist is reading-looking at the equation, then if he

is reading it wrongly then he is not applying criteria according to another kind of beauty;
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rather, questions of true or false come in here. Judgements pertaining to another kind of beauty
bring in questions relating to relevant or irrelevant before questions of truth or falsehood are
examined. I quote further from your article “. .. The more one reads these statements, the
more apparent it becomes that the scientist’s attempt to discover, perhaps even to impose order
and structure on the universe, rests on assumptions that are essentially aesthetic. Order itself,
and its implied simplicity and unity, are essentially aesthetic criteria.” Now the search for a
completely coherent theory of anti-matter (i.e. quark theory) is a fascinating one, and I cer-
tainly would not dispute Richard Feynman’s claim that he has experienced revelata and there-
fore is aware of certain things or phenomena that most of us are not. But, and I think it is a
considerable but, statements such as “nature is inherently beautiful” (Gell-Mann), and “It had
elegance and beauty. The goddamn thing was gleaming,” whilst maybe showing evidence of
the two physicists’ “aesthetic” sophistication do not in themselves have anything to do with
the effectiveness of an equation, formula, theory, etc.

The principles of aesthetics are an accepted area of philosophical investigation,'! but the
aesthetic of principle is quite another. I wonder if there is (to use a metaphor) a danger of
putting the cart before the horse. Obviously, I am open to any discussion you wish to raise. By
using a phrase such as “the aesthetic of principle”? do you somehow intend to imply the
principle of the aesthetic of beauty? Are you hinting at some kind of meta-aesthetic? It seems
that here we are not only up against the difficulty of constructing a framework allowing a
general definition of goodness and its consequent directive to examine the varieties of good-
ness,'? but also, here, you seem to be implying that our seeking after a thorough analysis of our
compulsion to seek after what we think is goodness is not the sole area that comes under the
heading of aesthetics, but that aesthetics is extended to the construction of the aesthetic of
principle theory (a kind of theory of principles?) in addition to its more conventional applica-
tions. Such a notion implies that the framework that is set up to examine what the nature of
aesthetics is has the nature (framework) of what it is trying to examine as the foundations of
its own framework. There is, obviously, something not quite right here. A principle is defined,
in one sense at least, as a theoretical basis. An aesthetic of theoretical basis? Imagine books
written entitled, 7he Aesthetic of the Principles of Literary Criticism or The Aesthetics of the Prin-
ciples of Thermodynamics. What is often judged as good about a principle is that it is the founda-
tion of a certain theory(ies) or construct. Would then two books, to be purely speculative, trace
the origins of, say, the principles of literary criticism and those of thermodynamics to the same

principle of principles? I am open to your suggestions on such a point, but I think that such a



usage of aesthetic as the aesthetic of principle calls for a stringent examination of whether there
is any valid hierarchy in the concepts of principle, aesthetics and criteria. I will be in New York

over Easter. I would welcome an exchange of views with you.

Yours in good faith. Terry Atkinson

PS. Although neither David Bainbridge, Michael Baldwin nor Harold Hurrell have seen this

letter, I sign with some considerable confidence for them.

NOTES

1. Dematerialization especially relates to the form of radiant energy as this is the only form in
which energy can exist in the absence of matter. Such a factor is discussed in a little more detail
later in this paper.

2. When | use the term “less visible” | admit to a somewhat everyday usage of the description
of the quality of being visible. There are more fundamental questions implied here than | have
gone into. For example, when we say a car is less visible in a fog than it is on a clear day, it does
not mean that we see any the worse on a foggy day (i.e. our seeing mechanism is not functioning
any the worse). On a foggy day we see the unclear image of the car just as clearly as we see the
distinct image of the car on a clear day.

3. (Relating to note 2.) That is we see that the object that is less visible is as clearly less visible
as the object that is more visible is as clearly more visible.

4. There is a modest theory-object pertaining to the use of a solid-state to liquid-state to gas-
state conversion process which | sketched together in May, 1967. | may yet publish it along with
the other small theories, theory-objects | worked upon between February and May of 1967. |
would not include in this category the “Air-conditioning Show” that | worked upon with Michael
Baldwin during this period nor many of the still not formulated ideas | worked upon (and still
am working upon) with both David Bainbridge and Michael Baldwin, as | think these ideas are
of a much more comprehensive nature.

5. Archaeologists of the future will no doubt not find such criticism any the less interesting if it
should turn out to belong to the category of the novelette.

6. | am using the term “think-tank” here to refer to the loose confederation that has existed
between Harold Hurrell, David Bainbridge, Michael Baldwin and myself. On the “Air-

conditioning Show,” “Air Show” and “Time Show” and also on “Frameworks” Michael Baldwin

uosupyjie K113}

.1 1o uoljezi|elialewsp ayl, a|o11e ayl SuluIadU09

LS



8S

and myself worked particularly closely together, and the present project concerning the hardware
MI in the main engineered by David Bainbridge has entailed much explication and theorizing by
all four of us.

7. The concept of “framework of mention” was as far as | know first used by Michael Baldwin in
the context of the “Air Show” that he and myself worked upon during September and October
1967. Since we have formulated some considerable explication and extrapolation of the device
in “Frameworks.”

8. Consequently there is a section in “Frameworks” in 2nd order visual-information form ex-
plaining that in the “Air-conditioning,” “Air” and “Time” shows there is no intention to present
1st order visual information forms.

9. It should be noted here that | am assuming when you use “the aesthetic of principle” you are
stating an aesthetic that is judged by you to be post-visual-aesthetic. The question of the aes-
thetic of principle is dealt with in a little more detail later in the paper.

10. Perhaps it is as well here to confirm that | am aware that to interpret art-objects (1st order
visual information) it is obviously a considerable help to have had an adequate course in art-
object reading, thus it should be clear that | am not maintaining, when | call art-objects 1st
order visual information, that | am maintaining that a comprehensive reading of an art-object
can be done naively, but rather one is reading about the object one is looking at through this act
of “looking at.” Whereas if, say, one is reading-looking at the letter R, usually one is not examin-
ing the form of the R (except that it be recognizable as R) but rather seeing how it fits in aggre-
gate with other letters to form, for example, the word red.

11. E. g. Principia Ethica. G. E. Moore. (etc. etc. etc.)

12. Refer note 9.

13. Georg Henrik von Wright, The Varieties of Goodness (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul,
1963).

This letter-essay was written in response to Lippard and Chandler’'s “The Dematerialization of
Art,” and dated 23 March 1968. A shortened version was published in Lippard's Six Years
(1973), pp. 43-44. The entire text, excerpts of which we reproduce here, is in Lucy R. Lippard

papers, Archives of American Art, uncataloged recent acquisition.
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statement
yvonne rainer

The choices in my work are predicated on my own peculiar resources—obsessions of imagina-
tion, you might say—and also on an ongoing argument with, love of, and contempt for danc-
ing. If my rage at the impoverishment of ideas, narcissism, and disguised sexual exhibitionism
of most dancing can be considered puritan moralizing, it is also true that I love the body—its
actual weight, mass, and unenhanced physicality. It is my overall concern to reveal people as
they are engaged in various kinds of activities—alone, with each other, with objects—and to
weigh the quality of the human body toward that of objects and away from the super-
stylization of the dancer. Interaction and cooperation on the one hand; substantiality and iner-
tia on the other. Movement invention, i. e. “dancing” in a strict sense, is but one of the several
factors in the work. (. . .)

The condition of making my stuff lies in the continuation of my interest and energy.
Just as ideological issues have no bearing on the nature of the work, neither does the tenor of
current political and social conditions have any bearing on its execution. The world disinte-
grates around me. My connection to the world-in-crisis remains tenuous and remote. I can
foresee a time when this remoteness must necessarily end, though I cannot foresee exactly when

or how the relationship will change, or what circumstances will incite me to a different kind



of action. Perhaps nothing short of universal female military conscription will affect my func-
tion (the ipso facto physical fitness of dancers will make them the first victims); or a call for a
world-wide cessation of individual functions, to include the termination of genocide. This
statement is not an apology. It is a reflection of a state of mind that reacts with horror and
disbelief upon seeing a Vietnamese shot dead on TV—not at the sight of death, however, but
at the fact that the TV can be shut off afterwards as after a bad Western. My body remains the

enduring reality.

Written in March, 1968, this text was distributed in the program accompanying Rainer’s “The
Mind Is a Muscle.” According to Rainer, “it is not necessary to read this prior to observation” of
the performance. The text was subsequently published in Yvonne Rainer, Yvonne Rainer: Work
1961-73 (Halifax: The Press of Nova Scotia College of Art and Design, 1974), p. 71.
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statement to lucy lippard
hanne darboven

I build something up by disturbing something (destruction—structure—construction).

A system became necessary; how else could I see more concentratedly, find some interest,
continue at all? Contemplation had to be interrupted by action as a means of accepting any-
thing among everything. No acceptance at all = chaos. In my work I try to move, to expand
and contract as far as possible between more or less known and unknown limits. I couldn’t talk
about any limits, I know generally, I just can say I feel at times closer while doing a series or
afterwards. But whether coming closer once or not, it is still one experience. Whether positive
or negative, I know it then. Everything is in so far in a proof, for the negative that a positive
exists, and vice versa.

A circle as a symbol of infinity, everything; what is beginning, where? What is end,
where?

I couldn’t recreate my so-called system; it depends on things done previously. The mate-
rials consist of paper and pencil with which I draw my conceptions, write words and numbers,
which are the simplest means for putting down my ideas; for ideas do not depend on materials.

The nature of ideas is immateriality.



Things have plenty of variations and varieties, so they can be changed. At this moment

I know about what I have done, what I am doing; I shall see what will happen next.

This statement, sent by Darboven to Lippard in 1968, is previously unpublished. It is presently

in Lucy R. Lippard papers, Archives of American Art, uncataloged recent acquisition.
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EVERYTHING 1S PURGED FROM THIS PAINTING
BUT ART; NO IDEAS HAVE ENTERED THIS WORK.

John Baldessari, Everything Is Purged . . ., 1967-68.






interview with daniel buren: art is no longer
justifiable or setting the record straight
georges boudaille

(..
Georges Boudaille: Before any discussion, we should agree on the meaning of certain terms.
First, what is art?

Daniel Buren: I agree with Rosenberg’s text that says anything is art as soon as it is put
in a museum. And that is why artists are such appalling things, since they are responsible for
this state of affairs in art. Duchamp realized that there was something false in art, but his
limitation was that, rather than demystifying, he amplified it. By taking a manufactured object
and placing it out of context, he quite simply symbolized art. His actions tended to “represent”
and not “present” the object. Duchamp, like all artists, could not “present” anything at all
without “re-presenting” it. And if he symbolized art in this way, it was because as soon as he
exhibited a bottle rack, a shovel, or a urinal, he was really stating that anything was art as soon
as you pointed at it. By extension, and this is very important, that means that @ cow in a field
becomes art in a painting, a tree by Courbet becomes art, and a woman by Rubens becomes art; now
this cow, this tree, and this woman exist in another way. Duchamp dismantled this process
supposedly to take away its sanctity, but he went about it in such a way that by being against
art, he was in art. Let’s clarify an important point right away: Duchamp is not anti-art. He

belongs to art. The art of extolling the consumer society. Reassuring art. Putting a shovel in a



gallery or museum signified “this shovel has become art.” And it actually was. The action itself
is art, because the artist projects himself in choosing the shovel, and especially in placing it out
of context. It is art in the sense that the imprint of a hand in a cave is art, the Mona Lisa is art,
a happening is art, etc. It is a problem that touches on the ethics and function of the artist: he
assumes the right to have this supra-human calling that allows him to say to others, “everything
that I touch with my hand is transformed into art.” The artist imposes his anguish, his vision
of the world, and himself on others. The artist emasculates the observer. Maybe he thinks that
the latter deserves no better . . . The artist assumes the right to show you what you can see for
yourself, what you could obviously see much more clearly without his intervention./ contest
this right.

G. B.: So you are questioning the misuse of power by those whom we call artists and the
respect that society gives them, even when society contests it. What is interesting, and what I
would like you to explain more precisely, is your notion of art. Today we take an old yoke,
stand it up, and it seems just as beautiful as an African sculpture.

D. B.: You say “today.” I say that artists have always proceeded in this manner. What’s
more, you say ... “just as beautiful” ... which implies a notion that may be the one most
commonly associated with the idea of art, namely beauty. Artists have shown us beauty in all
its aspects, including its most ugly ones. Beauty equals ugliness equals art, and it’s no longer
my problem. Furthermore, it’s high time we left yokes where they belong!

G. B.: To continue, I would like you to contrast two different points of view. On the
one hand, an object is taken and transformed by being put in another context and sometimes
by being placed in another position. Conversely, the view of the new realists is to return the
object to its original function. You must not put nails on an iron as Man Ray did—Arman’s
iron only has value as an iron and should not be surrounded by pretension.

D. B.: First of all, as I indicated a few moments ago, it is known that an object taken
out of context, whether or not it is altered, no longer has the same meaning, and right away it
is automatically surrounded by pretension. However, when there is not one but a dozen irons
together, the problem changes. There is organization of these irons in a space as there is organi-
zation with Mondrian’s lines and Piero della Francesca’s characters. In short, there is art. There
is always the same cry of the artist who says, “Look! Everything around you that I have trans-
formed is remarkable.” There is always the same need: “Look, you have the good fortune to
have artists in your society to show you their subway, their one-way streets, their cultural revo-
lution, their high-rises, their sex, their Coca-Cola, and their problems. Accept theirs as your

own, accept your artists.”

(..

3||1epnoq sa81033

usIng [aIuep Yylim malaialul

L9



89

In spite of their good intentions, artists cannot change society’s structures because they
accept them from the start. The deception consists of making others accept them through the
artifice of art.

All illusion must be eliminated

G. B.: Getting back to you, when you take a canvas window shade, does this window
shade exist for itself, do you want to attract our attention to the beauty of the window shade?

D. B.: No, I make you see the stripes. I dont think that a striped canvas is of any particu-
lar interest. You can call it a canvas window shade, that doesnt bother me. On the contrary, I
prefer, if I have the choice, that you say canvas window shade rather than Buren. When it’s
called a “Buren,” this instantly reveals an artistic pretension. Moreover, the work that I do on
the canvas is not primarily to change the canvas; I cover the two bands on the edges with paint.
If everything is covered, the medium is hidden and transformed, and thus an illusion is created.
All of the particulars must be legible. The observer cannot even imagine the medium, he sees
it, and there is no mystery.

G. B.: But does putting something on it manifest a human intervention, therefore going
against your idea?

D. B.: Of course it is human, but this wouldnt change the problem if a machine were
doing it. In this sense, what is to be seen is something done and not something done by someone.
One way of showing this position was to initially present this painting and another showing
paint brush imprints in a quincunx arrangement done by Buren and Toroni, then by extension
done and signed by anyone at all. This wasn’t to demonstrate that anyone at all could do it,
this is obvious and of no interest. Anyone can do an accumulation, a target, or a dripping. It was
above all to try to make clearer the fact that it is not the least bit important that this painting
was done by someone named Buren, Toroni, or Boudaille. As far as we're concerned, saying
that it’s a Toroni is archaic and false. Saying that it’s a Matisse is proper because Matisse has
projection and a vision of the world. Illusion must be eliminated whatever it may be, as well
as aestheticism, sensitivity, and individual expression, which of course doesn’t mean that work
must be done in groups, but that the piece becomes the reality, raw thought, and consequently
anonymous. 1 insist that expression be eliminated. As long as people express themselves for
others by means of the plastic arts, they will be unable to get out of the realm of illusion,
because the work created will always be an “expressive” screen upon which any object projected
will appear in the form of its own illusion. Those who see salvation in manufactured objects
or technologically and scientifically inspired works have absolutely not resolved the problem.

The artist expresses himself and “loads” the manufactured object by shifting it away from its



function. It may happen that the object is factory-made solely because the artist ordered it, in
other words the object will have an “artistic” function from the moment it is made. Needless
to say in his order the artist will not have failed to express himself. And even if, “resolutely
objective,” he gives the company complete freedom to create the object, then it is an anony-
mous worker that he allows to express himself. The artist, through the artifice of this fraud,
will claim that he did not express himself!

The only solution resides in the creation—if the word can still be used—of a thing
totally disconnected with the person working on it, in which this person has not had any input
whatsoever, the thing thus expressing irself for nothing. The artistic communication is cut: it no
longer exists. The object presented no longer has any aesthetic, moral, marketable, or consum-
able function. It is solely and undisputedly there for nothing. The observer finds that he is
alone with himself and confronted with himselfin front of an anonymous thing that gives him no
solution. Art is no longer there. It’s about something else.

G. B.: So your position would aim at a desacralization of art?

D. B.: Yes, obviously, and of the artist as well. My position is the logical conclusion of
theoretical reflection based on art history and its apparent contradictions. It is interesting to
realize that art has never been a problem of content, but one of form. This may explain the
anarchic side of its evolution, one form shoving another aside. Chance, inspiration, and the

right moment must be forsaken for a theory, and art is not capable of this.

SYSTEMATIC REPETITION

G. B.: But.. . . judging by what you have shown at the Musée des Arts Décoratifs at the Bien-
nale exhibition, then on Rue Montfaucon, under the pretext of forcing us to reflect, you lock
yourself into a pattern and you eliminate all possibility of development. I know that there is
no progress in art . . . but. . .

D. B.: I have actually been doing the same thing for two years now. There must be about
170 identical paintings. As soon as the visible shape is neutral, it is no longer evolutive, meaning
that a neutral shape can be followed by another identical or different neutral shape. If these
two shapes are truly neutral, one cannot be better than the other, they cannot be perfected. If
they become so, it is because they are not neutral. From this time on, one notices a certain
repetition. It is not & priori, it is necessary. The most important point is really the awareness
that the concepr of progress, of perfectibility, has been eliminated. Repetition also removes the

object’s quality of being a unique work that, whatever it may be, can be retrieved one day by
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art because of its uniqueness. The first stage is to systematically repeat one single thing, the
most simplistic way of not “evolving.” Clearly it is not a case of copying oneself, of repeating
the same thing a priori for ten months, ten years, or thirty years, this being at the very most an
accumulation through time taking us back to a familiar concept in art. Systematic repetition
put forth as « priori is unjustified and is of no interest in the sense that it is only an action, a
gamble on the future. If this action were interesting, it would allow any type of illustration.
What difference would there be then between an individual indefinitely repeating the painting
of a small rabbit on a canvas and one who would repeat  priori his own notion of the neutral
shape? There would be no difference at all. In both cases a fantasy would be projected, a per-
sonal view would take precedence over what is shown. However, it is understood that the thing
to be viewed must signify itself without the help of the creator, regardless of the relevance or the
beauty of this individual’s personal view. This attitude immediately leads back to a hieratic art.
Repetition is worthwhile only if it does not take on meaning in itself, so that it in turn doesn’t
become mythical. The second stage, and the most important, is to question the repetitive
concept in its primary stage in order to have it pass from the mythical to the historical.

G. B.: What meaning then do you attach to the word repetition?

D. B.: Repetition should essentially be understood as meaning: Non Perfectible. An evo-
lution, neither progressive nor perfectible, can be envisaged by passing from one neutral shape
to another equally neutral. For example, there is no qualitative difference whatsoever between
a black circle in the middle of a white square, flat brush imprints in a quincunx arrangement
on white plastic, or a striped painting with borders covered with paint, and this is why Mosset,
Toroni and I did not hesitate, each one doing these three different designs, to depersonalize
what were from the outset, although neutral, our own personal designs. There is no evolution
at all from one design to another: there is repetition since, for the observer, the thing has not
changed: but there is no longer a personal claim to this thing because it is anyones, really and
truly impersonal. This is the only way that repetition does not become the expression of one
specific person who, endlessly repeating even a neutral thing, will necessarily make it valid
because it is repeated and therefore filled with intention. At the same time it loses its quality
of being a common object and will become Mr. So-and-so’s neutral painting. The fact of re-
peating must entail a total depersonalization of the thing displayed, and not become a ritual
that would only have the function of re-sacralizing art. What counts is the object displayed,
whether it is two- or three-dimensional, of fabric or plastic, wood or iron, cut out or pasted,
electric or not, kinetic or motionless. From the moment it is neutral, anonymous, and refers

to nothing but itself, an object has value for and through itself, whether it is 1.034 or 1.



G. B.: At this stage, art would become truly democratic since the layman and the special-
ist would be equal in front of the work. Do you want to force the spectator to see only what is
visible, and not what the visible may suggest?

D. B.: I don’t want to force the spectator to do anything. I present a thing that distracts
in no way from this thing: #his thing is this thing. You look at it, examine it, the expression “you
contemplate it” can no longer be used. What I attempt to do is to question the content of the
painting rather than its form, the latter being the artist’s problem.

Questioning art risks neffectiveness. The shape that will appear suggesting nothing apart
from itself will lose effectiveness, a vital element of art, in order to become neutral, and there-
fore conventional, if it is compared to the artistic form which itself must be original. Neutrality
and effectiveness are incompatible.

G. B.: Is abstract art not an art, precisely, in which what is to be seen is only what is on
the canvas?

D. B.: No. It is not by taking away figurative images that all images are removed. There
is no abstract or concrete art. Whether art is figurative, abstract, objective, kinetic, or in any
kind of “ism,” all artists have the same purpose: to exercise the will to express, to communicate.
There are screens, windows, dreams, entertainment and spectacle. There is especially contempt
of others.

G. B.: Your position interests me because it seems to be motivated by currently existing

art forms. I would like us to go over them and you to tell me what you think of them.

ART TODAY IS STAGNATING

D. B.: Iam no longer directly concerned about art in general and contemporary art in particular.
Art interests me, namely its history and developments, just as tribal customs interest ethnolo-
gists. It seems to me the only way to envisage the possibility of « #heory. Art history is a succes-
sion of experiments in form that are sometimes justifiable by their structures and their era.

In the same way, human sacrifice was justifiable for the Aztecs. Much more than being
pushed by the desire to change art structures, I notice that these structures have changed. Art
can no longer be accepted. Art is no longer justifiable. In this sense, art today is very instructive,
since every day it confirms my point of view, whether it is noticed in New York, Milan, Lon-
don, Tokyo, Paris . . . The formal evolution that can be followed from Cézanne to cubism,
Mondrian, Pollock, and Newman no longer even exists. There is stagnation. The lessons of

the past are rehashed for us with new materials.
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I believe that any material can be used. For example, we can use ready-made paint—it
would be stupid to want to make our own! But using the latest technical discovery for its
novelty seems foolish. We can speak of “con art.” In this sense, artists of all eras have never
proceeded otherwise, but today the illusion has been stripped bare. On the other hand, if this
state of affairs exists, it is not because artists today are less clever than their predecessors. Per-
haps they simply lack lucidity, they are unaware. As for some, and not the lesser artists, they
find that illusionism still works rather well, therefore they have no reason to deprive themselves
of it. I believe that it is not a question of a shortage of ideas as some would have us believe, but
of an inherent process in art. Modern art has the great advantage of making evident why arz of
all times has been futile. The most intuitive among today’s artists, sensing their uselessness and
not accepting it, resort to methods of diversion, either by adding heterogeneous elements—
noises, television, smell—to art which is already hybrid by nature or by realizing, in spite of
all their contortions, the ineffectiveness (historically understood) of their works compared to
Matisse or Pollock, by turning to expressions that they believe are new, because they discover
them, namely cinema, choreography, light, movement . . . They de-bone art and, unwittingly
or not, make it evident that art is an “emollient,” a hoax, and unacceptable.

Thanks to Rembrandt, Picasso, Schoeffer, Ucello, Chapelain-Midy, Stella, Rubens,
Churchill, Gilardi, Johns, Monet, Pollock, Jacquet, Schneider, Judd, etc., for showing us every-
thing that we must no longer do and furthermore what should never have been done. I don't
doubt for a second that Giotto today would have used electricity or electro-magnets. It is not
because they are being used that anything is being questioned. There is nothing revolutionary
about their use, and it must not distract art critics or scare them away, whether they are “for-
and-blind” and speak of inherent artistic revolution, or “against-and-blind” and speak anti-art,
of betrayal. Open your eyes. It is only art. And full-fledged art, just as Cézanne or Mondrian
are full-fledged artists.

G. B.: It is true that the artist, regardless of the style he chooses to work in, always sug-
gests a dimension beyond, and he obliges the spectator to adopt his thought patterns. He leads,
channels the spectator’s thoughts down the route that he wishes.

D. B.: I call that the “reactionary” role of the artist. When you believe in art, certain
things are seen in relation to it—if not, they don't exist, which seems absurd to me. Art is, as
they say, a truth that, by symbolization, development and organization, shows that the exterior
world exists and is beautiful, and wouldn’t be so if art were not. This is actually what art is and
what we must revolt against. Thinking and saying that “there was no London fog before

Turner” is very pretty and poetic, but it is outrageous. It’s an attack on the mind of the individ-



ual. It forces him to have the same dream as you. After seeing Cézanne, that is how I became
one of these mental prisoners who believed they saw Sainte-Victoire Mountain as he repre-
sented it. 1 believed “in” art. When I lost the faith, I noticed that the mountain had disappeared.
At last I saw Sainte-Victoire Mountain.

Art distorts things. It doesn’t make you aware of things.

CREATING SOMETHING “NEUTRAL”

G. B.: Do you regret man’s impossibility of conceiving and creating something that was not
given to him from the exterior world?

D. B.: I don’t regret anything. I ascertain that art is false.

G. B.: Are you a prisoner of the fact that a thing is always taken in context, in relation
to something else?

D. B.: In relation to art. If you must insist on comparing, let’s say that artists display
their responses, formal responses to their anguish, to their problems, in relation to the world,
and to their life calling. What we present in relation to these responses is a guestion. But if you
look objectively at my painting, without comparing, you will see that there is neither response
nor question, but a raw, neutral fact, as it is.

G. B.: Some endeavor to supply a response. But you wish to ask questions?

D. B.: Yes, if you like.

G. B.: Can you tell me how you see the future, your future? I imagine that you don’t sell
many of your paintings . . . the striped ones, etc., while your past works have won you some
success and even prizes. You are condemning yourself to not sell, and so starve, or do something
else. Well?

D. B.: It’s true that I don’t sell anything, but I didn't sell anything in the past either when
I had “some success” as you put it. It’s a habit, even if I am aware that it’s a very bad one!
Furthermore, selling or not selling doesn’t change the problem at all. Things are there, they
exist and I have no illusions. Even if what I show can be sold, our society is strong enough to
swallow the worst garbage without flinching. As for the future, youd have to ask a clairvoyant!
I am not a prophet, critic, or philosopher. I will continue as long as I can. Right now, there is
only what is shown, nothing more, nothing less, something that has meaning in itself. What-
ever idea we may have about this thing, it is an essential reality, even if it is ephemeral. I maintain
that our paintings, as such, are the only ones that can be displayed without being an insult to

the potential observer.
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It’s something not good or bad, right or wrong, question or answer, all or nothing, for
or against, art or anti-art. Its something neutral that exists once seen, something irreducible.
The supposed observer is finally free, lucid, and mature. He can choose.

I must insist that, besides this oft-repeated “thing” displayed, there is the way it is pre-
sented. T'll call this the packaging. This goes from the place where paintings are presented, to
the show that reprimands the public, and even the interview that we are now having. The
packaging is an important point, since its aim is to clarify things, to set the record straight. But
obviously it must not be confused with what is displayed. There is the painting, and there is
the packaging: I claim the latter because it is consistent with the former. Consequently, the
packaging is acceptable because the painting is justifiable. Besides this, and as a point of com-

parison, I will say that art is only packaging. . . .

This interview was first published as “Entretien avec Daniel Buren: L'art n’est plus justifiable ou
les points sur les ‘i’,” in Les Lettres Francaises (Paris, 13 March 1968), pp. 28-29. Translated
by Alex Alberro, this is its first publication in English.



Martha Rosler, Bringing the War Home, 1968.




tucuman burns
maria teresa gramuglio and nicolas rosa

Beginning in 1968, a series of aesthetic works started to be produced in the Argentinean art
world which broke with the avant-gardist pretense of the artists associated with the Di Tella
Institute. Until then, this institution had adjudicated responsibility for legislating and propos-
ing new models of engagement, not only for the artists linked to it, but for all new artistic
affairs that arose in the country.

These works ruptured the celebrated and precious aesthetic atmosphere of the false avant-
garde events produced in the official cultural institutions and began to suggest the emergence
of a new attitude that would lead to the deployment of artistic phenomena as positive and real
actions intended to initiate a modification of the environment in which they were generated.

This attitude pointed towards the development of implicit political content in all works
of art, and to propose them as actively and violently charged so that the work of the artist
would be incorporated into reality with a truly avant-garde and, thus, revolutionary intention.
Aesthetic works that denounced the cruelty of the Vietnam War or the radical falsity of Ameri-
can policies would speak directly to the necessity of creating not only a relation between the
work of art and the mass media, but an artistic object capable, on its own, to produce modifi-

cations as effective as a political act.



The recognition of this new conception drove a group of artists to postulate aesthetic
creation as a collective and violent act destroying the bourgeois myth of the new forms of art.
To be violent in this manner is to possess and destroy the old forms of art that reinforce the
institution of individual property and the personal pleasure of the unique art object. Violence
is now a creative act with new content: it destroys the system of the official culture, opposing
it with a subversive culture that integrates the process of transformation, creating a truly revolu-
tionary art.

Revolutionary art is born from an awareness of the actual reality of the artist as an indi-
vidual inside the political and social context that surrounds him.

Revolutionary art proposes the aesthetic work as a hub that integrates and unifies all the
elements that conform to human reality: economic, social, and political. It is an integration of
the contributions of the different disciplines eliminating the separation between artists, intel-
lectuals and technicians in a unitary action of all of them directed to modify the totality of the
social structure—that is to say, it is a tota/ art.

Revolutionary art activates reality through a process of collecting the elements that
compose it, through a extraordinary ideological conception based on the principles of material-
ist reason.

Revolutionary art, in this way, presents itself as a partial form of reality that integrates
itself into total reality, destroying the idealistic separation between the work and the world, as
it maintains a truthful transformation of the social structures—that is to say, it is a transforma-
tive art.

Revolutionary art is the manifestation of those political contents that fight to destroy
the obsolete artistic and aesthetic philosophy of bourgeois society, integrating into the revolu-
tionary forces that fight the forms of economic dependency and class oppression—it is, there-
fore, a social art.

The work that is realized by this group of avant-garde artists is the continuation of a
series of acts of aggression aimed at institutions that represent bourgeois culture, for example
the nonparticipation and boycott of the Braque Prize, instituted by the Cultural Service of
the French Embassy, which culminated with the detention of several artists that settled their
rejection violently.

The collective work that realizes and supports itself in the actual Argentinean situation
was radicalized in one of its poorest provinces, Tucumdn, subjugated by a long tradition of
underdevelopment and economic oppression. The Argentinean government, determined to

carry out a disastrous colonizing policy, had proceeded to close the majority of Tucuman’s sugar
y g policy; p jority &
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refineries, a vital resource in the province’s economy, spreading hunger, unemployment and all
their social consequences. A “Tucuman Operation,” developed by government economists, is
intended to obscure this attack on the working class with a sham economic development plan
based on the creation of new and hypothetical industries financed by North American capital.
The truth hidden behind this operation is the following: it attempts to destroy a real and
explosive union extending across northwestern Argentina, breaking up worker groups by bal-
kanizing them through small acts of industrial exploitation and obliging workers to relocate to
other regions to look for temporary work that is poorly paid and without stability. One of the
consequences that arise from this fact is the dissolution of the worker’s nuclear family, left to
improvisation and luck to survive. The economic politics the government has followed in the
province of Tucuman has the character of a pilot program which it is using to evaluate the level
of resistance of the worker population, that will, subsequently, result in the neutralization of
union opposition, and which could be transported to other provinces that represent similar
social and economic characteristics.

This “Tucuman Operation” is reinforced by a “silencing operation” organized by govern-
ment institutions in order to confuse and stifle the serious Tucumdn situation to which the
“free press” has been subject to for reasons of common class interests.

In light of this situation, and assuming the responsibility of artists compromised by a
social reality that includes them, avant-garde artists have responded to this “silencing opera-
tion” with the production of the work “TucuMAN ARDE”.

The work consists of the creation of an informational circuit to demonstrate the distor-
tion that the activities in Tucumadn suffer from a mass media that holds official power along
with the bourgeois class. The media is a powerful interceding element, susceptible to being
charged with different kinds of content; the positive influence that the media produces in
society depends on the realism and truthfulness of its content. The information about the facts
produced in Tucuman given by the government and the official media tend to silence the
serious social problem unleashed by the closing of the sugar refineries, and give a false image
of economic recuperation in the province which the real facts refute in a shocking manner. To
gather these facts and make evident the false contradiction of the government and its support-
ing class, a group of avant-garde artists traveled to Tucuman, along with technicians and spe-
cialists, and proceeded to verify the social reality in the province. The artists’ program reached
a high point with a press conference, where their repudiation of the actions by the official
authorities and the complicity of the media that collaborated in maintaining a shameful and

degrading state for the working population of Tucumén was made public in a violent manner.



The artists worked in collaboration with student and worker groups with that collaboration
being integrated into the artistic process.

The artists traveled to Tucumdn with extensive documentation of the economic and
social problems of the province and a detailed knowledge of all the information that the media
had produced regarding the problems. This last body of information had previously been sub-
mitted to critical analysis in order to evaluate its degree of distortion. In a second instance, the
information gathered by the artists and technicians was developed for the exhibit that is pre-
sented at the workers’ union hall. And finally, the information that the media has produced
about the artists’ activities in Tucumadn is to be incorporated into the informational circuit of
the first phase.

The second part of the work is the presentation of all the information gathered about
the situation and about the performance of the artists in Tucuman, part of which would be
disseminated in union halls and in student and cultural centers in the same audiovisual form
as the show at the General Confederation of Labor of the Argentineans in the city of Rosario,
and subsequently in Buenos Aires.

The informational circuit, whose basic intention is to promote a de-alienation of the
mass-media image of the Tucumdn reality, would reach a high point in the third and last phase
of generating publicity in a formal publication where all the processes of conception and real-
ization of the work would be described as well as all the documentation produced, along with
a final evaluation.

The position adopted by the avant-garde artists demands that their work not be incorpo-
rated into the official institutions of bourgeois culture, and establishes the necessity of having
them transferred to other contexts. This exhibition is happening, then, at the General Confed-
eration of Labor of the Argentineans because it is the institution that functions as the nucleus

of the vanguard class in a fight whose ultimate objectives are shared by the authors of this work.

.

This text was published as a mimeo by the General Confederation of Labor of the Argentineans
in Rosario, Argentina, in 1968. Translated by Trilce Navarrete, this is its first appearance in

English.
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paris commentary
michel claura

There are, I feel, a few basic ideas to be considered before discussing the work of Buren and
his friends. First of all, these ideas are the outcome of an objective look at art from its begin-
nings. Each work of art is the fruition of its creator’s sensitivity and is directed at the sensitivity
of the beholder.

The forms taken by an artist’s sensitivity, and indeed by its opposite, can be manifold,
but it determines his choice of subject—flowers, a woman, war, his environment, movement,
the contrast or harmony of colors, the contrast or harmony of form—and whatever his subject
the artist’s aim is to translate his personal feelings into a work of art. Artistic creation thus boils
down to the exploitation of his personal problems, either by translating his problems into
universal terms or sinking his own inhibitions in his work. “Everybody, hence me,” or “me,
hence everybody.” 7o express himself the artist must both receive and transmit.

If art is both an illusion in itself and the illusion of communication, what does it mean
to the public? A doubtless unconscious complicity is established between artist and spectator.
The artist offers an illusion which the public accepts. In so doing, the public, consciously or
otherwise, in fact rejects reality. Which reduces art to the level of entertainment.

During the time that a spectator takes to look at, or even to think of, a work of art, he is

no longer quite alone, alone with himself, alone in a hostile environment. Thus the complicity



between the artist and his public reaches a state of blindness—the one blinding and the other
allowing himself to be blinded.

It is, however, possible to find another criterion—which alone explains the fact that
there is a history of art. The artist is constantly striving for greater perfection of expression.
His aim is to progress, to reduce the distance between the significant and the expressed and to
give greater universality to his own problems. Problems are not hard to acquire. They have not
noticeably changed since man first made hand imprints on cave walls. The only development,
the only progress that has been made, is exclusively in the means of expression. Thus, when all
is said and done, our advance has been of a technical nature only. So far as art is concerned,
the change has been in form without affecting the fundamentals. It is a purely technical devel-
opment. The history of art is the history of the technique of art. Illusion’s great attraction remains
undiminished because techniques have continuously developed. Thus the outcome of the cre-
ative act can only be illusion, in that an artist’s job is to select from his environment or from
within himself an object, a light, a form, a movement, and to remove them from their context
in order to transform them into a work of art. The illusion lies in the fact that a work of art is
a space in which material or spiritual odds and ends taken out of context are deposited and
which, we are persuaded, form an entity. This problem of illusion in art is the problem of
communication. As art has always been a pseudo-realistic or symbolic representation of non-
communicable feelings, what else could it be but the illusion of communication?

Communication takes place at the level of the artist’s own proclaimed beliefs, and to see
something more than this in a work of art is to bring one’s own sensitivity into play. But by
clinging to an illusion, this very sensitivity will be lost in the gulf which separates the significant
from the expressed, intent from deed. The beholder will have had no more than the illusion
of communication.

This cursory but fundamental analysis of art is possible today because art is more in
evidence than ever. It is an obvious illusion, an illusion of communication, an aesthetic hedge
against inflation, a technical entertainment: today art is more self-conscious than ever. Seen
in this context, the attitudes of Buren and his friends are perhaps more comprehensible. On
the one hand they present an objective analysis of art and on the other new concepts which,
to my mind, are connected with art only insofar as they fundamentally question the whole
role of art.

For more than a year Buren and three friends put on a series of demonstrations. On
January 3, 1967, at the “Salon de la Jeune Peinture” at the Paris Museum of Modern Art, the
four of them painted in public from eleven in the morning until eight in the evening to show

how simple their techniques are. They also distributed a leaflet which said:
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Because painting is a game,

Because painting is the application (consciously or otherwise) of the rules of composition,
Because painting is the freezing of movement,

Because painting is the representation (or interpretation or appropriation or disputation or
presentation) of objects,

Because painting is a springboard for the imagination,

Because painting is spiritual illustration,

Because painting is justification,

Because painting serves an end,

Because to paint is to give aesthetic value to flowers, women, eroticism, the daily environment,
art, dadaism, psychoanalysis and the war in Vietnam,

We are not painters.

Throughout the day a tape-recording in French, English and Spanish repeated “Buren,
Mosset, Parmentier and Toroni advise you to use your intelligence.” That evening they with-
drew their canvases from the “Salon” saying they opposed Paris salons as the “heritage of
nineteenth-century salons” and “galleries which abet public laziness (each gallery being a place
of pilgrimage for a public intent on self-consolation).”

On June 2, 1967, at 9 p.m. in the auditorium of the Musée des Arts Décoratifs (entrance
5 Fr.), four canvases by Buren, Mosset, Parmentier and Toroni were displayed on a platform
before 150 spectators. Nothing happened. The public waited a quarter of an hour, half an

hour, an hour; still nothing happened. At a quarter past ten a leaflet was distributed which read:

Obviously you have come here to look at canvases by Buren, Mosset, Parmentier and Toroni.

What you must look at is:

a canvas 2.50 m X 2.50 m divided into twenty-nine equal vertical red and white stripes of
which the two outer stripes are white (Buren);

a black circle (interior radius 4.5 cm, exterior radius 7.8 cm), centered on a white canvas 2.50
m X 2.50 m (Mosset);

alternate gray and white horizontal stripes each 38 cm apart on a canvas 2.50 m X 2.50 m
(Parmentier);

eighty-five regular blue imprints of a flat brush each 30 cm apart on a white surface 2.50 m X

2.50 m (Toroni).



In October 1967 at the Fifth Paris Biennale, the four paintings were again displayed but

this time photographs were projected onto them to the accompaniment of a recorded text:

Photographs Text

Views of St. Tropez Art is the illusion of being somewbhere else. It is not a painting by
Buren (spotlight projected onto his canvas), by Mosset (idem), by
Parmentier (idem), by Toroni (idem).
Art is the illusion of freedom. It is not etc.

Little Red Riding Hood Art is the illusion of dreaming. It is not etc.

Shots of a bullfight Art is the illusion of sacredness. It is not etc.

Shors of the Versailles fountains  Art is the illusion of the marvelous. It is not etc.

Striptease Art is the illusion of escape. It is not etc.

Flowers Art is the illusion of nature. It is not etc.

No projection Art is entertainment, art is false. Painting begins with Buren,

Mosset, Parmentier and Toroni.

After a three-minute interval, the whole thing began again, and continued throughout
the exhibition.

In December 1967, three of them—Buren, Mosset and Toroni—put on a new exhibi-
tion at the former “J” Gallery in Paris. I should add here that these three had been painting
the same three pictures for more than a year. In order to stress the “autonomy” of their canvases,

each artist painted and presented both his picture and those of the other two. They stated:

The logic of our activities up to the present leads us today to say that to call a Buren a Buren, a
Mosset a Mosset or a Toroni a Toroni is nothing but an abuse of language.

Buren presents a Buren, a Mosset and a Toroni. But all three canvases were painted by Buren.
Mosset presents a Mosset, a Buren and a Toroni. But all three canvases were painted by Mosset.
Toroni presents a Toroni, a Buren and a Mosset. But all three canvases were painted by Toroni.
This demonstration adds nothing to the paintings by Buren, Mosset and Toroni. It is an exhibi-

tion of three Burens, three Mossets and three Toronis.

Also in December 1967, Buren and Toroni held a joint exhibition at the Flaviana Gallery

in Lugano. They carried their logic a stage further and entitled the show “Buren or Toroni or
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Any One Else.” “Anyone else” was invited to paint either of the pictures usually done by Buren
or Toroni and to sign it with his own name, appropriating the picture simply by painting
it. There is nothing to distinguish any of the canvases, no matter who painted them. /n #his
demonstration the two artists are stating as clearly as possible that the thing they are painting IS. It
is therefore of little significance whether it was painted by one of themselves by someone else
or by a machine. In two successive interviews which appeared in La Galerie des Arts (February
1968) and Les Lettres Frangaises (March 13, 1968) Buren once again stated his case. Clearly it
is no longer an artist talking, but a theoretician. Theory and art are incompatible.

The actual canvases shown by Buren, Toroni and Mosset are completely lacking in sensi-
tivity. Humor, discomfort, anxiety, joy, calm, serenity—every human feeling is absent. This
first point alone challenges our basic concept of art. To reject sensitivity means abandoning
personal problems. And abandoning what I have called “personal problems” results in a picture
which is no longer a transformation—by the artist—of reality into illusion.

Perhaps these attempts should be placed on a linguistic level, the search for a language
which would, for the first time, specifically belong to the plastic arts. There is no longer a
question of a work of art being limited to a given space, for example, where everything or
nothing can be put, but of a work conceived in itself without ever taking anything whatever
(being, object, idea) out of context. The result is a thing to be looked at for its own sake. It no
longer represents, expresses, etc. It is no longer an illusion.

These canvases introduce a new concept of art which means that the relations between
the work and the public will be changed. The problem of communication—even of non-
communication—will no longer exist. There is no didactic intent. The spectator sees a work
in itself, nothing else, nothing more. Buren, Mosset, Parmentier and Toroni will not be there
to entertain you because the entertainment aspect of art is the transformation of what is all too
true into illusion. Or, put another way, illusion is eliminated because no outside elements
are introduced.

What happens to technique in their painting? It can no longer be the means by which
an object is transformed into the representation of an object, into the illusion of an object,
because there is no longer an object to recreate. In fact their technique is extremely simple, and
if the work remains a composition (in that everything is “composed”) it has nonetheless taken
on a completely new meaning. The technique is within the work but no longer 7s the work.

To go back once again to the Buren-Toroni exhibition at Lugano, which was, I think,
the most important they have ever presented, their canvases are “autonomous.” Hence they

were able to ask literally anyone to produce them and claim them as their own. They had in



fact eliminated the artist’s “expression,” since whoever produces one of these is not expressing
himself. If there were any self-expression, the work could only be imitated, but if in addition
to Buren and Toroni, absolutely anyone can produce the “sameé’ canvas, this means that the
painter never expresses himself on any level, whether his name is Buren, Toroni or Any One
Else. If the canvas is always identical, it is because it 45, fmmutably. The artist is insignificant.
Thus the system of references which constitutes the language of art is no longer acceptable.

This contention supports—and is supported by—the fact that the very concept of art
is fundamentally questioned and in the course of being replaced by a new proposition. Because,
let us not forget, these pictures existed before we came to talk about them. Logically (according
to their own lights), they have painted innumerable copies of one canvas for nearly two years.
Logically, because if they limited themselves to a single copy each this would have to be consid-
ered as a unique work, as 7be masterpiece, a concept they have also rejected. We do not have to
consider their future. We can limit ourselves to what they show us, to their canvases. Their
existence-in-themselves could be related to formalist mathematics.

We are no longer in the domain of art. But we are faced with a questioning of the whole
basis of art.

Since this article was written, Buren in particular has been able to demonstrate at what
point his action was coherent. He continues to prove that it is possible to elaborate a practical
theory in art, on condition that one ceases to be just an artist or, in other words, that one has
a totaland specific vision of the innumerable problems posed by the work and its communica-
tion. Using the same material, Buren has, since March 1968, produced the same stripes printed
on paper. In April he pasted pieces of paper on advertisement hoardings in Paris, showing
nothing but the stripes themselves. At “Prospect ‘68’” in Dusseldorf he pasted similar pieces
of paper on a surface 26 by 32 ft. (September 1968). In October, in an article in Galerie des
Aprts, Buren, discussing specific and marginal problems of art teaching, described the mechanics
of creation as a social act. In the same month he had an exhibition at the Galerie Apollinaire in

Milan, and used the gallery as a kind of background support rather than as an exhibition space.

This text first appeared in Studio International, 177:907 (January 1969), pp. 47-49.
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painting is obsolete
gregory battcock

An exhibition that is entitled “O oBJECTS, 0 PAINTERS, 0 SCULPTURES . . .” has been organized
by Seth Siegelaub, a pleasant sort of sexy chap, and can be seen at 44 East 52nd St. until
January 31, 1969. Anyone who doesn’t go needs his head examined because this is perhaps the
first exhibit this season that really goes someplace and offers something a little bit new and
something that really matters. It’s like everything that happened in 1968, at Columbia and
Paris and all other symbolic places is finally being understood, and it all REALLY meant some-
thing and it really will result in something because it already has in this show. Finally in art,
the revolution that one sometimes briefly understands at perhaps the Fillmore, or late at night
on WBAI, or in weird, unexpected glimpses at surprising places around town, or watching a
Warhol movie or in unplanned encounters with sex or metaphysics or acid or grass or just nice
people—it’s here, in art. A beautiful exhibit that makes so much sense right now, and that is
so clear and frank and simple and has such a nice smile—is offered by four artists and finally
there is an exhibit that doesnt have any junk in it, doesnt have anything at all really. If that
doesn’t fuck up all those nice comfortable minds that like art to have big dollar signs, and
armed guards, and ticket takers and don't (or do) touch, and that most annoying of all demands
some modern art tries to make, experience. Why do we have to experience anything. I don't

like playing with buttons and little balls, and opening little doors, and patting slimy surfaces



or listening to gurgling or popping sounds when I'm around art. I can do all that, even better,
with real things and if art is anything remotely like imitation of reality then I don’t like it since
I don’t like imitations.

The stuff in this show leaves you alone, more or less, and it only grabs your mind, which
is fine, and when you leave you really feel like you've been through something and you have a
lot of ideas, which you can think about or throw out and it doesn’t matter which you decide
to do, despite my aged philosophy professor at NYU who says that, in this day and age, drugs
have resulted in the modern condition of “intellectual perversion” because people are all hung
up on experience itself, and after all experience itself is no good if it doesn’t lead to positive
learning. Which only shows that someone should turn the old goat on but nobody will because
it’s hard to turn somebody on if they live in a closet, which he does even though they call it
University Village and he drags himself to Europe every summer and has tenure. Nothing is
going to change really in the American University until they get rid of everybody who is on
tenure. Just the fact that a college teacher would WANT to have tenure is enough reason to fire
him or at least disqualify him from teaching. Only the prof who doesn’t care about his job or
the false “security” it affords is in a position to recognize the real things that are happening,
but that most people cannot, must not, see.

It would be nice to compare Godard’s A Movie Like Any Other with this new exhibition
I’'m writing about because there must be some pretty interesting reasons for a comparison but
the editor of this rag keeps telling me not to write about movies, for some reason, so back to
art, which is O. K. when it’s this type of art. The works in the show are ideas that are not
intended to be any more than ideas. As such they are pretty much invisible, which itself is a
good idea. We've suspected, for some time now, that art perhaps can be invisible and now it is.
Therefore there’s nothing to steal, nothing to damage, no images to remember later, and we
don’t have to worry about slides and lighting. If 69 contributes to the history of art invisibility,
art history students from now on will remember us fondly.

Another thing about this show is that perhaps it isn’t art and maybe it’s art criticism,
which would be something I've suspected all along, that the painter and sculptor have been
moving further and further away from art and in the end perhaps all that would remain is art
criticism. (. . .) What a show like this does is, in one stroke not only demolish the Museum of
Modern Art (the Whitney demolished itself last week) but all those painting courses they are
still cranking out in the “art” schools, which were doomed a decade ago but nobody noticed,

oh well it’s too bad, after spending all that money on paints and everything. (. . .)

This review was published in New York Free Press, 23 January 1969, p. 7.
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art workers’ coalition open hearing presentation
dan graham

The subject is the artist, the object is to make art free.

The art world stinks; it is made of people who collectively dig the shit; now seems to be
the time to get the collective shit out of the system.

Where does the cycle begin? Let’s begin with the individual painter or sculptor en-
sconced “high” in his loft world, making his pile of shit (perhaps he is really shitting, in his
mind’s eye, on the world) having ingested art information and raw material from the shared
world, pissing his time away, the labor of his love perhaps to be redeemed, to be realized at
some other time.

The stuff is transformed when it is transposed into imposed “higher” values. First, a
gallery, then, perhaps a museum, and further extended by translation into the data of art infor-
mation when reproduced in an art magazine; at which point the artist, seeing the transposition,
is pissed off. As time is transposed, money is transposed into private worth for the artist and a
“high” qualizy for the collector and art critic in this business society. The art world is a collec-
tion of people who dig the dirt, or pay the artist to dig it for him, to get a “piece” of the

action—the games people play—for personal fun and profit (“a profitable experience”).



Everybody has their private part (parts) to contribute—for the media it’s just another slice of
life/entertainment.

It’s time it seems to leave all this shit behind; the art world is poisoned; get out to the
country or take a radical stance. (According to the dictionary, “root,” the root of radical and
the root of root are the same—does dirt or evil really have roots?)

Should art be a lever against the Establishmen® Make art dangerous® but art is only one
item among the dangerous commodities being circulated in this society and, unattractive as it
may be, one of the less lethal. Withhold?—a closed system dies of suffocation.

The writer in the past has been presented with an analogous problem. All magazines in
order to survive are forced to present a well-known point of view to identify readers with
advertisements just as in the past the structure of the book as object functioned to re-press the
author’s private, interior perspective or vision of life to the private reader who has bought
the unique illusion as he reads through the narrative—linear, progressive, continuous from
beginning to vanishing end point—his perspective is supposed to be altered by a novel insight
into the world; he is changed; in Marx, Zola and Brecht’s time he was hopefully motivated to
change affect into effecting changes back in the outside world. Magazines—art magazines—
continued this fiction of assuming private points-of-view whose sum they must assume to be
the collective view of its readership and advertisers. They depend exclusively for their economic
existence on selling ads to galleries for the most part. For what it’s worth to the readers who
will buy it, the critic who must sell it, quality in art is all that counts (time is money which
counts/man is the measure of all things). For the writer, and recently, some so-called conceptual
artists, there is a simple solution: buy the ads himself—the cycle thus feeds back on itself;
invest in oneself—it’s a free society.

Actually, it’s not the artists, the galleries, the collectors, the critics or the art magazines
who support the structure at all—but the United States government—you and me—geared
to corporate needs—which through the tax structure make it profitable to run a non-profitable
art “business” to buy and donate “works” to museums (in the process serving the soul purpose
of feeding artists and Madison Avenue types in the overall process of making a lot of money
for yourself), etc., etc.

The conceptual artist conceives of a pure art without material base, conceived simply by
giving birth to new ideas—an art that would ideally mean and not be of baseball or Monopoly
in the den, a game without ball, bat, gravity, dice or money. But it’s free and like sex, with a

minimum of two people (subject/object; inside/outside; yin/yang; receiver/sender; people who
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take pictures of each other just to prove that they really existed) anyone can play, making their
rules as they go along,.

The artist labored under the myth of trying to define himself (and his time) in terms of
his work—his unique contribution—his raison d'etre; rather than be defined by society in
their image.

Butartisan inevitable part of the larger order of society, its language and world shared and
interdependent with the language, “vision” and stuff of its specific Time, Life, place and function.

All human brains perceive and think partially in symbols which have a relationship to
external signs available to all which reduce to various interrelated language systems which relate
to the larger social order at a given moment.

‘What does the artist have in common with his friends, his public, his society? Informa-
tion about himself, themselves and all ourselves—which is not reduced to ideas or material,
but shares in both categories as it has a past, present and future time/space. It is neither subjec-
tive or objective “truth;” it simply is—it is both a residue “object” and neutral “ethereal” media
transcribed—transcribed upon/translation—translating the content of single and collective
man’s internal and external position, work, ideas, activities.

The artist is not a machine; the artist shares in mankind’s various media of expression
having no better “secrets” or necessarily seeing more inside or outside of things than any other
person; often he is more calculating; he wants things to be as interesting as possible; to give
and have return pleasure; to contribute to the life-enhancing social covenant. Perhaps young
artists, with their new naivete have replaced the old naivete of their fathers.

My opinion (more later): we must go back to the old notion of socially “good works” as

against the private, aesthetic notion of “good work”—i.e.: art to go public.

These comments were first presented at the Art Workers’ Coalition “Open Hearing” on 10 April
1969. They were subsequently published in Art Workers’ Coalition, An Open Hearing on the
Subject: What Should Be the Program of the Art Workers Regarding Museum Reform and to
Establish the Program of an Open Art Workers’ Coalition (New York: Art Workers’ Coalition,
1969), n.p.
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DETUMESCENCE

| had in mind a page, describing in clinical language
the typical emotional and physiological aspects of
post-climax in the sexual experience of the human male.
It was noted that no description exists anywhere in
the literature, as it is “anti-romantic.” It may be culturally
suppressed — a structural “hole” in the psycho-sexual-
social conditioning of behavior. | wanted the “piece” to
be, simply, this psycho-sexual-social “hole” —
truncated on the page alone as printed matter. To create
it, | advertised in several places. In late 1966 | advertised
for a qualified medical writer in the “National Tatler” (a
sex tabuloid). In early 1969 “The New York Review of
Sex” gave me an ad. As both of these ads were somewhat
edited, | bought an ad in “SCREW” in mid-1969. | HAVE
RECEIVED NO RESPONSES.

Dan Graham, Detumescence, 1969.



introduction
editors of art-language

This editorial is not intended to serve as a thorough compendium of the activity within the
field of conceptual art; if it was, it would possess lamentable shortcomings. Neither does it
presume to represent conceptual artists in the U.S.A., nor many of those in Britain. There are
three contributions from American artists in this issue; it is hoped that contributions from
American artists will be maintained and increased and it is also an aim of this magazine to
furnish a comprehensive report of conceptual art in the U.S.A. in one of the future issues this
year. The essay below is specifically directed toward indicating the development of a number
of artists in Britain who have worked in this field for the past two years. The formation of this
magazine is part of that development and the work discussed in this essay is the work of the
founders of this magazine. The essay will point out some differences, in an indirect way, be-
tween American and British conceptual art, but it should not be seen to indicate a clear and
definite boundary between them; there are British artists working in this field who show more
affinity with American conceptual art than with what is, here, called British conceptual art.
The editor-founders of this magazine have, for example, maintained close contact over the past
year and a half with Sol LeWitt and Dan Graham. Their position is not at all seen by them to

be one of isolation.



Suppose the following hypothesis is advanced: that this editorial, in itself an attempt to
evince some outlines as to what “conceptual art” is, is held out as a “conceptual art” work. At
first glance this seems to be a parallel case to many past situations within the determined limits
of visual art, for example the first Cubist painting might be said to have attempted to evince
some outlines as to what visual art is, whilst, obviously, being held out as a work of visual art.
But the difference here is one of what shall be called “the form of the work.” Initially what
conceptual art seems to be doing is questioning the condition that seems to rigidly govern the
form of visual art—that visual art remains visual.

During the past two years, a number of artists have developed projects and theses, the
earliest of which were initially housed pretty solidly within the established constructs of visual
art. Many of these projects etc. have evolved in such a manner that their relationship to visual
art conventions has become increasingly tenuous. The later projects particularly are repre-
sented through objects, the visual form of which is governed by the form of the conventional
signs of written language (in this case English). The content of the artist’s idea is expressed
through the semantic qualities of the written language. As such, many people would judge that
this tendency is better described by the category-name “art theory” or “art criticism;” there can
be little doubt that works of “conceptual art” can be seen to include both the periphery of art
criticism and of art theory, and this tendency may well be amplified. With regard to this partic-
ular point, criteria bearing upon the chronology of art theory may have to be more severely
and stringently accounted for, particularly in terms of evolutionary analogies. For example, the
question is not simply: “Are works of art theory part of the kit of the conceptual artist, and as
such can such a work, when advanced by a conceptual artist, come up for the count as a work
of conceptual art?” But also: “Are past works of art theory now to be counted as works of
conceptual art?” What has to be considered here is the intention of the conceptual artist. It is
very doubtful whether an art theoretician could have advanced one of his works as a work of
“conceptual art” (say) in 1964, as the first rudiments of at least an embryonic awareness of the
notion of “conceptual art” were not evident until 1966. The intention of the “conceptual art-
ist” has been separated off from that of the art theoretician because of their previously different
relationships and standpoint toward art, that is, the nature of their involvement in it.

If the question is formed the other way round, that is, not as “Does art theory come up
for the count as a possible sector of ‘conceptual art?”” but as, “Does ‘conceptual art’ come up
for the count as a possible sector of art theory?” then a rather vaguely defined category is being
advanced as a possible member of a more established one. Perhaps some qualification can be

made for such an assertion. The development of some work by certain artists both in Britain
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and the U.S.A. does not, if their intentions are to be taken into account, simply mean a macter
of a transfer of function from that of artist to that of art theoretician, it has necessarily involved
the intention of the artist to count various theoretical constructs as art works. This had contin-
gently meant either (1) If they are to be “left alone” as separate, then re-defining carefully the
definitions of both art and art theory, in order to assign more clearly what kind of entity be-
longs to which category. If this is taken up it usually means that the definition of art is ex-
panded, and art theoreticians then discuss the consequences and possibilities of the new
definitions, the traditional format of the art theoretician discussing what the artist has implied,
entailed etc., by his “creative act.” Or (2) To allow the peripheral area between the two catego-
ries some latitude of interpretation and consequently account the category “art theory” a cate-
gory which the category “art” might expand to include. The category “maker of visual art” has
been traditionally regarded as solely the domain of the visual-art object producer (i.e. the
visual-art artist). There has been a hierarchy of languages headed by the “direct read-out from
the object” language which has served as the creative core, and then various support languages
acting as explicative and elucidatory tools to the central creative core. The initial language has
been what is called “visual,” the support languages have taken on what shall be called here
“conventional written sign” language-form. What is surprising is that although the central core
has been seen to be an ever-evolving language, no account up to the present seems to have
taken up the possibility of this central core evolving to include and assimilate one or other or
all of the support languages. It is through the nature of the evolution of the works of “concep-
tual art” that the implicated artists have been obliged to take account of this possibility. Hence
these artists do not see the appropriateness of the label “art theoretician” necessarily eliminating
the appropriateness of the label “artist.” Inside the framework of “conceptual art” the making
of art and the making of a certain kind of art theory are often the same procedure.

With a context such as this the initial question can be posed with a view to a more
specific inquiry. The question: “Can this editorial, in itself an attempt to evince some outlines
as to what ‘conceptual art’ is, come up for the count as a work of conceptual art?” Firstly, the
established notions of what the presentation of art and the procedures of art-making entail
have to be surveyed. The question “Can this editorial come up for the count as a work of art
within a developed framework of the visual art convention?” can only be answered providing
some thorough account is given of what is meant by “developed” here. At the present we do
not, as a norm, expect to find works of visual art in magazines, we expect critical, historical,
etc. comment upon them, photographic reproductions etc. The structures of the identity of

art-objects have consecutively been placed under stress by each new movement in art, and the



succession of new movements has become more rapid this century. In view of these phenomena
perhaps the above question can be altered to: “Can this editorial come up for the count as a
member of the extended class ‘visual art work?”” Here “extended” replaces “developed” and
can, perhaps, be made to point out the problem as follows:

Suppose an artist exhibits an essay in an art exhibition (like a print might be exhibited).
The pages are simply laid out flat in reading order behind glass within a frame. The spectator
is intended to read the essay “straight,” like a notice might be read, but because the essay is
mounted in an art ambience it is implied that the object (paper with print upon it) carries
conventional visual art content. The spectator being puzzled at not really being able to grasp
any direct visual art read-out meaning starts to read it (as a notice might be read). It goes
as follows:

“On why this is an essay”

The appearance of this essay is unimportant in any strong sense of visual-art appearance
criteria. The prime requirement in regard to this essay’s appearance is that it is reasonably
legible. Any decisions apart from this have been taken with a view to what it should not look
like as a point of emphasis over what it should look like. These secondary decisions are aimed
at eliminating as many appearance similarities to established art-objects as possible.

Thus if the essay is to be evaluated in terms of the content expressed in the writing
(which it is), then in an obvious established sense many people would say that if it has a connec-
tion with art at all, that it fits better into the category “art criticism” or “art theory.” Such a
statement at least admits the observation that when an artist uses “(a piece of) writing” in this
context then he is not using such an object in the way that art audiences are accustomed to it
being used. But further it admits of a rather more bigoted view, that is this essay belongs more
to art criticism or art theory because it is formed of writing and in this sense it looks more like
art criticism or art theory than it looks like art; that is, that this object (a piece of writing) does
not have sufficient appearance criteria to be identified as a member of the class “art object”—
it does not look like art. This observation has a strong assumption behind it that the making
of a traditional art object (i.e. one to be judged within the visual evaluative framework) is a
necessary condition for the making of art. Suppose there are some areas (say) pertaining to art
at present which are of such a nature that they need not, maybe cannot, any longer meet the
requirements which have previously been required as a necessary mode of an object coming up
for the count as a member of the class “art work.” This necessary mode is formulated as follows,
(say) the recognition of art in the object is through some aspect(s) of the visual qualities of the

object as they are directly perceived.
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The question of “recognition” is a crucial one here. There has been a constantly devel-
oping series of methods throughout the evolution of the art whereby the artist has attempted
to construct various devices to ensure that his intention to count the object as an art object is
recognized. This has not always been “given” within the object itself. The more recently estab-
lished ones have not necessarily, and justifiably so, meant the obsolescence of the older meth-
ods. (...)

... Once having established writing as a method of specifying points in an inquiry of
this kind, there seems no reason to assume that inquiries pertaining to the art area should
necessarily have to use theoretical objects simply because art in the past has required the pres-
ence of a concrete object before art can be thought of as “taking place”; having gained the use
of such a wide-ranging instrument as “straight” writing, then objects, concrete and theoretical,
are only two types of entity which can count; a whole range of other types of entities become
candidates for art usage. Some of the British artists involved in this area have constructed a
number of hypotheses using entities which might be regarded as alien to art. Most of these
inquiries do not exhibit the framework of the established art-to-object relationship and (if you
like) they are not categorically asserted as members of the class “art object,” nor for that matter
is there a categorical assertion that they are art (“work”); but such a lack of absolute assertion
does not prohibit them from being tentatively asserted as having some important interpel-
lations for the art area.

This concept of presenting an essay in an art gallery, the essay being concerned with
itself in relation to it being in an art gallery, helps fix its meaning. When it is used as it is in
this editorial, then the art gallery component has to be specified. The art gallery component
in the first essay is a concrete entity, the art gallery component in the second case (here) is a
theoretical component, the concrete component is the words “in an art gallery.” (. . .)

The British “conceptual artists” are still attempting to go into this notion of the meta-
stratas of art-language. Duchamp wrote early in the century that he “wanted to put painting
back into the service of the mind.” There are two things to be especially taken into account
here, “painting” and “the mind.” Leaving aside here ontological questions concerning “the
mind,” what the British artists have, rightly or wrongly, analyzed out and constructed might
be summarized in words something like: “There is no question of putting painting, sculpture,
et al., back in the service of the mind (because as painting and sculpture it has only served the
mind within the limits of the language of painting and sculpture and the mind cannot do
anything about the limits of painting and sculpture after a certain physical point, simply be-

cause those are the limits of painting and sculpture). Painting and sculpture have physical



limits and the limit of what can be said in them is finally decided by precisely those physical
limits.” Painting and sculpture, ez al., have never been out of the service of the mind, but they
can only serve the mind to the limits of what they are. The British conceptual artists found at
a certain point that the nature of their involvements exceeded the language limits of the con-
crete object; soon after they found the same thing with regard to theoretical objects, and both
put precise limits on what kind of concepts can be used. There has never been any question of
these latter projects coming for the count as members of the class “painting” or the class “sculp-
ture,” or the class “art object” which envelops the classes “painting” and “sculpture.” There is
some question of these latter projects coming up for the count as members of the class “art
work.” A little has to be said of Duchamp’s work here for other reasons besides those already
stated. It has been maintained by some commentators upon early American and British con-
ceptual work that Duchamp’s influence is all-pervasive and his aesthetics are totally absorbed
and accepted by the younger generation of artist today. If this is meant to mean that Duchamp
is treated uncritically as a kind of “gospel” then it is certain that at least the British group will
disagree with this assessment. (. . .)

Something might now be said noting the relationship of the psychology of perception
with regard to “conceptual art.” It is today widely agreed that the psychology of perception is
of some importance in the study of visual art. The practice of this study by art theoreticians,
for example Ehrenzweig, Arnheim, etc., has at least clarified some questions within the context
of visual “visual art” which have enabled the conceptual artists today these (such and such)
projects have not such and such characteristics, in this way they have influenced what the
formulative hypotheses of some of conceptual art are not about. Such concepts as whether art
consecrates our ordinary modes of seeing and whether or not we are able, in the presence of
art, to suspend our ordinary habits of seeing are strongly linked with inquiries into Gestalt
hypotheses and other theories of perception; the limits of visual art are often underlined in
inquiries into how we see. The British group have noted particularly and with deep interest
the various Gestalt hypotheses that Robert Morris (for example) had developed in the notes
on his sculpture-objects. These notes seem to have been developed as a support and an elucida-
tion for Morris’ sculpture. The type of analysis that the British group have spent some consider-
able time upon is that concerning the linguistic usage of both plastic art itself and of its support
languages. These theses have tended to use the language form of the support languages, namely
work-language, and not for any arbitrary reason, but for the reason that this form seems to
offer the most penetrating and flexible tool with regard to some prime problems in art today.

Merleau-Ponty is one of the more recent contributors to a long line of philosophers who have
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in various ways stressed the role of visual art as a corrective to the abstractness and generality
of conceptual thought—but what is visual art correcting conceptual thought out of—into? In
the final analysis such corrective tendencies may simply turn out to be no more than a “what
we have we hold” conservatism without any acknowledgement as to how art can develop.
Richard Wollheim has written, “. . . but it is quite another matter, and one I suggest, beyond
the bounds of sense, even to entertain the idea that a form of art could maintain itself outside
a society of language-users.” I would suggest it is not beyond the bounds of sense to maintain
that an art form can evolve by taking as a point of initial inquiry the language-use of the

art society.

This text served as the introduction to the first volume of Art-Language: The Journal of Concep-
tual Art, 1:1 (May 1969), pp. 1-10.






sentences on conceptual art

sol

2 —
3 —
4
5 —
6 —

lewitt

Conceptual Artists are mystics rather than rationalists. They leap to conclusions that logic
cannot reach.

Rational judgements repeat rational judgements.

Hllogical judgements lead to new experience.

Formal Art is essentially rational.

Irrational thoughts should be followed absolutely and logically.

If the artist changes his mind midway through the execution of the piece he compromises the
result and repeats past results.

The artist’s will is secondary to the process he initiates from idea to completion. His willfulness
may only be ego.

When words such as painting and sculpture are used, they connote a whole tradition and
imply a consequent acceptance of this tradition, thus placing limitations on the artist who
would be reluctant to make art that goes beyond the limitations.

The concept and idea are different. The former implies a general direction while the latter is

the components. Ideas implement the concepr.



10 — Ideas alone can be works of art; they are in a chain of development that may eventually find
some form. All ideas need not be made physical.

11 — Ideas do not necessarily proceed in logical order. They may set one off in unexpected directions
but an idea must necessarily be completed in the mind before the next one is formed.

12 — For each work of art that becomes physical there are many variations that do not.

13 — A work of art may be understood as a conductor from the artists mind to the viewers. But it
may never reach the viewer, or it may never leave the artists mind.

14 — The words of one artist to another may induce an ideas chain, if they share the same concept.

15 — Since no form is intrinsically superior to another, the artist may use any form, from an expres-
sion of words (written or spoken), to physical reality, equally.

16 — If words are used, and they proceed from ideas abour art, then they are art and not literature;
numbers are not mathematics.

17 — All ideas are art if they are concerned with art and fall within the conventions of art.

18 — One usually understands the art of the past by applying the conventions of the present thus
misunderstanding the art of the past.

19 — The conventions of art are altered by works of art.

20 — Successful art changes our understanding of the conventions by altering our perceptions.

21 — Perception of ideas leads to new ideas.

22 — The artist cannot imagine his art, and cannot perceive it until it is complere.

23 — One artist may mis-perceive (understand it differently than the artist) a work of art but still
be set off in his own chain of thought by that misconstrual.

24 — Perception is subjective.

25 — The artist may not necessarily understand his own art. His perception is neither better nor
worse than that of others.

26 — An artist may perceive the art of others better than his own.

27 — The concept of a work of art may involve the matter of the piece or the process in which it
is made.

28 — Once the idea of the piece is established in the artists mind and the final form is decided, the
process is carried out blindly. There are many side effects that the artist cannot imagine. These
may be used as ideas for new works.

29 — The process is mechanical and should not be tampered with. It should run its course.

30 — There are many elements involved in a work of art. The most important are the most obvious.

31— If an artist uses the same form in a group of works, and changes the material, one would

assume the artist’s concept involved the material.
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32 — Banal ideas cannor be rescued by beautiful execution.
33 — It is difficult to bungle a good idea.
34 — When an artist learns his craft too well he makes slick art.

35 — These sentences comment on art, but are not art.

This text first appeared in 0-9, no. 5 (January 1969), pp. 3-5.
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dialogue
lan burn

1 — Artists are exploring language to create access to ways of seeing.

2 — DPerception is no longer a direct and unified act; through language it has become fragmented
and dispersed.

3 — Language has become an integral part and ool of activizy.

1 — Language and the product are separate and independent.
2 — Language influences and alters the perceiving and recognizing of material and products.
3 — Language reduces the role of perception and brings into use new material, areas for ideas and

processes beyond previous perceiving.

1 — Language has more relevance in terms of idea.

2 — The product ceases to have a focal center: perceiving becomes scanning rather than focusing,
taking in a field of no particular emphasis rather than directing interest.

3 — The viewing is an experience outside of the idea and its structure, visual interest has become

arbitrary.



1 — Language suggests, through the idea and viewer, a kind of dialogue or “conversation.”
2 — This creates an actual area of the work.
3 — Tarticipating in a dialogue gives the viewer a new significance; rather than listening, he be-

comes involved in reproducing and inventing part of that dialogue.

This text appeared in the untitled mimeograph periodical Art Press, published in New York in

July 1969 by The Society for Theoretical Art & Analysis of which Burn was a founding member.
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dialogue piece
lee lozano

(Started April 21, 69) OR VERBALL. CALL (OR WRITE/SPEAK TO) PEOPLE FOR THE SPECIFIC PUR-

POSE OF INVITING THEM TO YR LOFT FOR A DIALOGUE. IN PROCESS FOR THE REST OF “LIFE’.

(printed in the notebook’s margin) NOTE: DEFINITION OF “DIALOGUE” REMAINS OPEN. VERBALL

GIVES SOME INDICATION.

April 21, 69— Call Moose (Robt Morris). Leave name & number with bis answering
service.

May 11, 69— Call Walter DeMaria. Leave name only with A.S.

May 13, 69— Call Walter DeMaria. Leave name & number with A.S.

May 14, 69— Call Jap, (Jasper Johns) at Castelli Gallery. Leave name & no. with

David White who promises to get message to Jap although Jap is “very
busy & in & out of town this week”.

May 14, 69— Call Poonsie (Larry Poons). He answers phone, we make a date for May
21 (Wed), 4 p.m.



NOTE: START WRITE UP OF PIECE WHEN YOU HAVE MADE THE FIRST “CONTACT . SO FAR

THE PEOPLE CALLED ARE THOSE WITH WHOM A DIALOGUE HAS ALREADY BEEN STARTED IN THE

“PAST”, A DIALOGUE WHICH MIGHT BE INTERESTING TO PURSUE.

May 16, 69—
May 17, 69—

Moose retns call. We make a date for May 17 (Sat), 5 p.m.
Moose visits, then we go to his crib, turn on and have a great dialogue,
that is, a long intense talk without too much tension during which we

exchange many ideas.

NOTE: THE PURPOSE OF THIS PIECE IS TO HAVE A DIALOGUE WITH AS MANY PEOPLE AS

POSSIBLE, NOT TO MAKE A PIECE. ANY PERSONAL INFORMATION EXCHANGED DURING DIALOGUE

WILL BE PROTECTED BY MY CONFIDENCE. IF ANYONE WISHES IDEAS TO BE PASSED ON I SHALL

compLy. As much as poss.

May 18—

Call John Giomo, leave name ¢ no. w/ A. .

Call Claus Oldenburg. Speak to Patty who will pass message on to Claus
when he gets back to N. Y. In 2 wks.

Call Yvonne Rainer. We make date for Sun, May 25.

Call my mother, who is ill. She is having first drug experience & [ invite
her to have dialogue by long-dist. phone.

Attend opening of Lucy’s show at Paula Coopees. Speak to at least 13
people whom I'll call for a dialogue.

John Giorno retns call, will call Wed or Thur.

Call Heizer to acknowledge rect of repros, Invite him for dialogue, he'll
call soon and bring more prints to show me.

Call Ian Wilson, leave namelno. w/ his wife?

David Lee calls from downstairs waking me up & we have a beautiful
two hour dialogue (before I even have a chance to take a shit).

Ian Wilson returns call. After a very unpleasant conversation he refuses
to visit. | suggest taking a walk, he refuses and can’t wait to get off
phone. The conversation yielded an enormous amount of information in
spite of his being adamant about not believing in “passing information’,

and some of his questions forced me to think more about what I am

9091d an3ojelp ouezo| 33|

€11



vIit

doing. He put bis ideas into art mag jargon: “Are you setting up an
environment?” He said something about the first “conversation” we had
(abt a yr ago, at Longview, thru Lucy’s suggesting that he talk to me),
that it made him vomit, or something we talked about concerning art
mags which I don’t recall. I must now decide what to “do”. Note:
Mention inviting an animal to I. W, during this call.

May 21— No word from Poonsie. Call him at 6:16 p.M. He said (a bit fakely)
“Ob this is Wednesday isn’t it”, that he was “inta sumpthin”, could I call
next Tues, I said I'd be glad to call next week, and he called me “Dear”.

May 22— John Torreanot calls, I invite him over & we have a dialogue on grass he
brought. At end he stays too long but then I am so tired, I would not
have been “up” to anything today. It was a good dialogue, very “dense”, I

clarified some important ideas.

DECIDE TO INVITE A CAT & A BABY FOR A DIALOGUE EACH. (May 22, 69)

May 23— Call Larry Weiner (as I promised at Cooper opening). Make date for
visit Mon, May 26, 4 p.m.
May 24— Kaltenbach comes at last for our first “official” dialogue. We trade a lot

of our art ideas & discuss doing a piece together when he returns from
Cal. (He leaves on June 3 for teaching job).

May 24, 69 When I call Claire Copley to apologize for abrupt departure last night
from LaMonte’s I invite her & we make date for Wed, May 28, after 7
P.M.

" 25 Call Yvonne around 2 p.m., no answer. Again later (to be correct) at
6:15. No answer.

" 25 Call David Diau, hell call very soon for a visit.

" 25 Call Alan Saret, he will come tonight at 9.00. Later. It was very sluggish

dialogue but I learn more than can be expressed verbally from Alan (a
lot abt his no-scene), and about this time & place in history. Also realize
1 have no floor-pad for stoned guests stretching.

" 28 Larry Weiner & I have a ‘fast-paced” dialogue. He seems to behave as
though to let the other person talk is to let the other person win. The



" 28

" 30

June 2, 60

113

" 566

”6
ll7

119

" 10

June 16, 69

n 17

" 18

“element” missing from this dialogue which happened to be present in all
the previous dialogues was love.

Claire Copley mostly talks during dialogue, is interested in learning, she
said.

Dan Graham & I have important dialogue in that definite changes were
immediately effected because of it.

Call Poons, leave name & no. w/ A.S.

Call Brice, make date for June 3 (Tue), 8:30. Will Brice Marden bring
his old lady I wonder?

No Brice doesn’t come with Helen ¢ we discuss “the Revolution”, Brice
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talking almost entirely abt shitty business practices in the art world, &
shitty treatment of artists by each other.

Larry Stafford who is in bldg to visit Ray Sieminowski knocks on my
door & we have spontaneous dialogue, much abt gallery & dealer
pitfalls.

Alan Saret returns both these nights & we continue dialogue. More later
re this.

Vogels visit, we have long “dialogue’.

Serra comes over a little high on beer & no food. Just into a dialogue
with him (weve been smoking Sarets hash) when he gets an attack (too
stoned), falls off chair to floor with a crash, has “convulsions” & passes
out. Later he feels sick, lies down on bed until Sarer comes over.

Call more people for dialogue. From now on I won't enter these calls in
Piece but only dialogues per se, & calls when they are relevant.

Meet with Dick Anderson. We walk to 8th st. bkstores & return to his
loft for rest of “dialogue”. He talks continuously.

Gary Bower comes for dialogue at 3:00 p.m. & leaves at 9:00 p.m. It
was engaging almost the whole time.

Gary Stevens talks abt bis job at mental hosp. & other interesting
subjects but I sense something (resistance, tension)? which keeps him ar a
distance. Perbaps he was just uncomfortable?

Send following postcard to Walter De Maria: “The reason I called you

twice to which you have not been gracious enough ro reply was to invite

ST1
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you for a dialogue. Love, Lozano”. (Walter replies by letter before he
leaves town for summer. July.)

Felix Roth comes for a “dialogue’, laying on me all the problems of the
middle class including operations.

Jake (neighboy, 2 loft bldgs east of mine) unexpectedly drops in thru fire
escape door which I open in hot weather. We have dialogue including
stock market info & drug info.

1 receive a visit from Romy McDonald & her friend Margo who were
given my name in England by Tim Head. Pass info.

Jason Crum comes & is interesting but we do not have dialogue.
Arthur Berman comes ¢ is not very interesting but we do not have
dialogue. (see July 17).

Kass Zaphus & I have terrific dialogue, much abt art workers coalition,
but then our dialogues have always been good & are mellow by now.
Start dialogue with Hugo the Cat, who will live here for a while while
his owners (neighbors Bill & Charlotte Sayler) are out of town. He
mauls my arm as a start but the dialogue progresses slightly to a good
fighting dialogue. One wkend is all I can take with Hugo.

Bob Hout comes. We have rather stiff formal exchange. I try an abrupr
move to wake him up.

Bob (Smitty) Smithson arrives early. It is a matter of discomfort I think.
But I got a lot of info out. (He wants my info.)

Arthur Berman brings Doc Hughes. Doc does his rapp & then goes to
sleep. Have better talk with Arthur.

Receive a visit from Phyllis Rosen & Portia Harcus, who have galleries
in Boston. We talk a lot & I learn a lot, it was a good dialogue
(trialogue). Abt 3 hrs, maybe more.

Weston Naef has his own info but also allows himself to be drenched by
my info. 4 hrs.

Marcia Tucker stays 3 hrs, asks good questions, intense if somewhat
gossipish dialogue, but she enjoys the play. Dialogue meaning.

Mike Shore & I were falling asleep from boredom with “conversation” so
1 suggested we go out & we ran around doing errands & stopping in

stores, especially the bicycle store in E. Village.



Aug 8, 69
Aug 19, 69

Aug 28, 69
Sept 2—
Sept 10—
Sept 10—
Sept 11—
Sept 19—
Sept 20—
Sept 21—

Sept 22—

Sept 29—

Oct 1—

Oct 1—

Oct 8—

Oct 12—

Oct 14—

Oct 16—

Kent Cunow. 1old a great “How I got my 1. Y. rating” story.
Jim Harithas is as modern & interesting as ever—we have very good
dialogue. Info from the world of museums, trustees & “political
heavies”.

Larry Stafford retns.

David Lee retns. Contrast with his visit May 20, 69.
Jerry Kastner comes back to pick up dope. This visit was slightly better
than last time he came to see me.

Ted Castle. For some reason, I no longer get turned on by his ideas, bur
he wasn’t relaxed.

David Levin, faggot, ex-Andover, stays 6 hrs, honest talk.

Jillen Lowe comes to see wk (she’s a double Leo).

Ted Castle ret'ns once more for a brief visit.

James Lee Bryars stretches out on bad for entire dialogue enjoying
window view, bourbon, grass, et.

Jillen Lowe ret'ns bringing Baron ¢ Baroness John & Helen Von Echt
(both rich, young, beautiful & a lot of fun). For a change a pleasurable
exchange with collectors.

Jillen Lowe brings Jeff Paley. This was more of a trilogue. Jeff Paley was
more interest (ed) than (ing).

Clement Meadmore brings the Englishwoman Jennifer A. Towndrow for

a brief, packed dialogue betw. them & my work. She’s with Studio Vista
publ., London.

Keith Sonnier & I on some previous visits he made here had more fun
talking than we did today, but it was okay.

Billy Bryant Copley & I has as good a dialogue today as any

previously & we didn’t even turn on till the end.

Miles Forst hasn’t been here for a long time but unfortunately I was too
tired to be enthusiastic.

Gregorie Muller & Whee Kim come unannounced (from Paris) given
my name by Bellamy. Dan Graham happened to be here & he & I both
dumped our own info in them. Gregorie says I am the only artist
enthusiastic abt N.Y.C.

Max Hutchinson from Australia invites me to join gallery he’s opening
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Oct 16—
Oct 22—

Oct 27, 69
Nov 1, 69

Nov 7, 69—
Nov 8—

Nov 10—

Nov 11—

Nov 11—
Nov 16—
Nov 17—
Nov 18—

Nov 19—

Nov 20, 69—

here but I tell him at present I dont want to join any gallery. Dialogue
mostly about galleries. Jolly Max.

Miles Forst & I have a much better talk, a lot about teaching.

Have we of the best dialogues I've had in a long time: Murray
Hochman.

Mac Dody (from Whitney Mus.) doesn’t get turned on by abstract
painting but sure digs my comix. That’s all right. Belts two bourbons for
his trip to the suburbs.

Larry Stafford retns & we are both more relaxed & have more fun.
Rolfe Ricke brings friend Hans, from Germany.

Amanda (Mackie?) from Wheaton College visits as a result of the
colloguium there on Nov 6. She is bright é‘sop/ﬂisticﬂted, pretty, family
lives in N.Y.C. (16th & Ave A?). We have very good talk especially
towards end. She has her own grass & we get smashed on it. Her (male)
Jamily picks her up (her mother calls when she is here).

Alan Bayman (Baiman?) who was sent by Jillen Lowe is very draggy,
from Brooklyn (but not Jewish, but I never know who is & who isn’).
Connie Bower visits to pick drawings for “Art Resources Center of the
Whitney Museum of American Art” (Nov 22—Dec 6, 185 Cherry St.
near Manbattan Bridge & South St).

Brief dialogue with Jerry “Walker” to whom I give some acid (instead of
ass. As Kaltenbach said). Pick up from St. Adrians.

Kass-Kes Zaplkus brings over Mr & Mrs Frankel. The Frankels, Sfrom
Chicago, to turn them on. They got high just fine, offer me money which
1 refuse telling them I'm insulted that they offered, & we part sugarly.
Cindy Nemser. Aries. I like Aries women, theyre not sentimental. The
big Brooklyn rebellion.

Larry Frifeld (sp?) drops in, good ralk.

George (“Dick”) Bellamy comes again, slightly less hard work than last
time he was here, enigma at end (both very high), inscrutable as
sometimes before.

Finally a group dialogue. Gary Bower brings kids from Arts Resources
Center of Whitney Mus, for a terrific experience for me. Abour 18 kids.

Talk mostly to a boy™* who's going back to his farm in Mich., said hes the



Nov 28, 69—
Dec 4, 69—
Dec 5, 69—
Dec 5, 69—
Dec 8, 69—
Dec 12, 69—
Dec 13, 69—

Dec 18, 69—

only one who’s not staying in N.Y.C. of his group. Said mine of all their
symposiums so far was most “disorderly”, the least “Strict”. *Bill Goers.
Dr & Mrs Milton Brutton from Philadelphia. Dr Brutten, a child
psychologist, wanted to talk about art & I wanted to talk abt psychology,
which seems like the conditions favorable to a good dialogue.

Fred Gutzeit & I have instant good Scorpio communication.

Agnes Denes tells me abt Dialectic Triangulation, her do-it-yrself
philosophy.

Eric, a student, comes by with Kaltenbach & the dialogue is mostly non-
verbal.

Ed Shostak, an old friend, gives a very generous & high-info dialogue
which 1 enjoyed.

Gary Bower ret'ns for a 7-hr dialogue this time. I thank him for letting
me get out so many ideas.

Lefty (Sebastian) Adler & I were just getting into a dialogue when Bob
Stanley who brought him drags him away.

Dine at Ed & Cindy Feldman’s where the most exquisite dialogue takes
place.

This text was begun by Lozano in April 1969. It has never before been published in its entirety.
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“maintenance art manifesto: proposal for an
exhibition, ‘CARE’”
mierle laderman ukeles

I. IDEAS
A. The Death Instinct and the Life Instinct:

The Death Instinct: separation; individuality; Avant-Garde par excellence; to follow one’s own

path to death—do your own thing; dynamic change.

The Life Instinct: unification; the eternal return; the perpetuation and MAINTENANCE of the

species; survival systems and operations; equilibrium.

B. Two basic systems: Development and Maintenance. The sourball of every revolution: after

the revolution, who's going to pick up the garbage on Monday morning?

Development: pure individual creation; the new; change; progress; advance; excitement; flight

or fleeing.



Maintenance: keep the dust off the pure individual creation; preserve the new; sustain the
change; protect progress; defend and prolong the advance; renew the excitement; repeat the
flight:: show your work—show it again keep the contemporaryartmuseum groovy keep the

home fires burning

Development systems are partial feedback systems with major room for change.

Maintenance systems are direct feedback systems with little room for alteration.

C. Maintenance is a drag; it takes all the fucking time (lit.)
The mind boggles and chafes at the boredom. The culture confers lousy status on maintenance

jobs minimum wages, housewives = no pay.

clean your desk, wash the dishes, clean the floor, wash your clothes, wash your toes, changes the
baby's diaper, finish the report, correct the typos, mend the fence, keep the customer happy, throw
out the stinking garbage, warch out don’t pur things in your nose, what shall I wear, I have no
sox, pay your bills, don’t litter, save string, wash your hair, change the sheets, go to the store, I'm
out of perfume, say it again— ‘he doesn’t understand,’ seal it again—it leaks, go to work, this art

is dusty, clear the table, call him again, flush the toilet, stay young.

D. Art
Everything I say is Art is Art. Everything I do is Art is Art. “We have no Art, we try to do

everything well.” (Balinese saying).

Avant-garde art, which claims utter development, is infected by strains of maintenance ideas,
maintenance activities, and maintenance materials.
Conceptual & Process art, especially, claim pure development and change, yet employ almost

purely maintenance processes.

E. The exhibition of Maintenance Art, ‘CARE,” would zero in on pure maintenance, exhibit

it as contemporary art, and yield, by utter opposition, clarity of issues.
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II. THE MAINTENANCE ART EXHIBITION: “carRe”

Three parts: Personal, General, and Earth Maintenance.
A. Dart One: Personal

I am an artist. I am a woman. I am a wife. I am a mother. (Random order).

I do a hell of a lot of washing, cleaning, cooking. renewing, supporting, preserving, etc. Also,

(up to now separately) I “do” Art.

Now, I will simply do these maintenance everyday things, and flush them up to consciousness,
exhibit them, as Art. I will live in the museum as I customarily do at home with my husband
and my baby, for the duration of the exhibition (Right? or if you don’t want me around at
night I would come in every day), and do all these things as public Art activities: I will sweep
and wax the floors, dust everything, wash the walls (i.e. “floor paintings, dust works, soapsculp-
ture, wall-paintings”), cook, invite people, to eat, make agglomerations and dispositions of all

functional refuse.
The exhibition area might look “empty” of art, but it will be maintained in full public view.
MY WORKING WILL BE THE WORK.
B. Part Two: General
Everyone does a hell of a lot of noodling maintenance work. The general part of the exhibition
would consist of interviews of two kinds.
1. — Previous individual interviews, typed and exhibited.
Interviewees come from, say, 50 different classes and kinds of occupations that run a gamut
[from maintenance ‘man,” maid, sanitation “man,” mail “man,” union “man,” construction

worker, librarian, grocerystore “man,” nurse, doctor, teacher, museum director, baseball player,

sales “man,” child, criminal, bank president, mayor, moviestar, artist, etc., about:



—what you think maintenance is; — how you feel about spending whatever parss of your life
you spend on maintenance activities; —what is the relationship between maintenance and
[reedom; —what is the relationship between maintenance and life’s dreams.

2. — Interview Room—{or spectators at the Exhibition:

A room of desks and chairs where professional (7) interviewers will interview the spectators at

the exhibition along same questions as typed interviews. The responses should be personal.
These interviews are taped and replayed throughout the exhibition area.

C. Part Three: Earth Maintenance

Everyday, containers of the following kinds of refuse will be delivered to the Museum:

— the contents of one sanitation truck;
— a container of polluted air;
— a container of polluted Hudson River;

— a container of ravaged land.
Once at the exhibition, each container will be serviced:
purified, de—polluted, rehabilitated, recycled, and conserved
by various technical (and/or pseudo—technical) procedures either by myself or scientists.

These servicing procedures are repeated throughout the duration of the exhibition.

This text was written in 1969, and functioned as a manifesto for Ukeles’s work. It is here pub-

lished in its entirety.
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patron’s statement for “when attitudes become
form”
john murphy

The works assembled for this exhibit have been grouped by many observers of the art scene
under the heading “new art.” We at Philip Morris feel it is appropriate that we participate in
bringing these works to the attention of the public, for there is a key element in this “new art”
which has its counterpart in the business world. That element is innovation—without which
it would be impossible for progress to be made in any segment of society.

Just as the artist endeavors to improve his interpretation and conceptions through inno-
vation, the commercial entity strives to improve its end product or service through experimen-
tation with new methods and materials. Our constant search for a new and better way in which
to perform and produce is akin to the questionings of the artists whose works are represented
here.

For a number of years, we have been involved in sponsorship of the arts in its many
diverse forms—through purchase of works, commissioning of young artists, presentation of
major exhibits, and so forth.

These activities are not adjuncts to our commercial function, but rather an integral part.

As businessmen in tune with our times, we at Philip Morris are committed to support the



experimental. We hope that those who attend this exhibit will be as stimulated while viewing

it as we have been during its preparation.

This text first appeared as a preface by the sponsor, Phillip Morris Europe, of the international
exhibition “When Attitudes Become Form: Works, Concepts, Processes, Situations,” first staged
at the Bern Kunsthalle (22 March-27 April 1969), and then in a slightly revised form at the
Institute of Contemporary Arts in London (28 September-27 October 1969).
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politics and the avant-garde
piero gilardi

At the beginning of the 60’s, pop and nouveaux realists looked at “mass-media” as a clarifying
force in human relationships; intuition of the objectivity of the relationship induced by the
technological system seemed to open up new avenues of freedom for the individual; the myth
of a classless society, encouraged by the planning of consumption, lifted the artist out of the
anguish of an ideological debate embroiled in abstractions and frustrations without end.

The explosion of Pop Art with its “naive” vigor gave new-Dada language a fresh and vital
taste; Nouveau Realisme, more timid and intellectually inclined, was interpreted by Restany
as the artistic beginning of a new technological humanism.

Neofigurazione, New Expressionism and Nouveausurrealisme used the iconography of
the mass-media with the old aim of social criticism, an inheritance of abstract art.

It was the moment of a renewed cultural faith in technology. The instruments wielded
by technology had lost all sense of magic and empiricism, and had become part of the social
picture; neocapitalism was waxing stronger and “information” was passing from the infrastruc-
ture to the structure of society.

Artists, together with a fair sprinkling of intellectuals, were convinced that the tech-

nological society, with its own new internal logic, would solve the general problem of associ-



ation; programming and planning were creating a platform for human relationships that
was both unified and objective. The dazzling nature of this psychological discovery was
such that the problems presented by technological progress and by its inherent social contradic-
tions were overlooked. From the first moment of this discovery, artists such as Lichtenstein,
Warhol, Wesselmann, Hamilton, Christo and Raysse penetrated ever more deeply into the
linguistic mechanism employed by the media of commerce; the initial approach of the
new-Dada group was abandoned in favor of structural and ideological adherence to the con-
sumer society.

This work was continued by Oldenburg, Dine, Rosenquist, Pistoletto, Fahlstrom and
Arman in terms that were either more analytical or more romantic but were in any case de-
tached from the intrinsic logic of the media themselves.

The kinetic artists developed a view of technological society based on an ideology that
was both static and preconstituted; the political conscience that they proclaimed was inefficient
and, for them, artistic discovery resolved itself into an attempt to import a degree of humanistic

rationalization into the alienating factors presented by the new dimension.

The Pop dimension has spread from 1965 onwards; its content has been reduced to essentials;
the reductive experience of Primary Structures and Minimal Art has been born.

The ideology of the consumer and of the information society remains; artists, however,
having pursued their analysis of its iconography to the limit, now concentrate their attention
on its entropic structure.

The language formally employed undergoes a startling change, though its meaning re-
mains within the ambit of the technological dimension; we pass from the “fullness” of the
repeated image, presented by Warhol, to the “emptiness” of Morris’ geometrical bodies; from
space to time by way of “obsolescence”; yet, this is a bodily void whose “material” is supplied
by technology; it is represented in the dramatized language of Morris, Judd, Flavin, Andre and
Grosvenor or in the calculated speech of Sol LeWitt, Smithson and Snelson; in the case of
Europe, we may mention the names of King, Tucker and Heerich.

McLuhan’s analysis of contemporary media has given support to the intuitions of these
artists. (. ..)

The Press has seen the Chinese cultural revolution as a move aimed at mobilizing the
young to strengthen the personal power of Mao. Yet some of the more profound features of
this event must be seen against the background of the newer and more radical problem of

existence faced by the entire technological society; permanent political mobilization itself has
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brought into being a climate of extroversion and extraordinarily perceptive fluidity among the
youth of China.

The most serious error committed by Western observers has been that of assigning too
much importance to symbolic and ritual factors. In schools, factories and hospitals, work is
suspended for the choral recitation of Mao’s verses with complete disregard for the pressing
needs of the moment or for the demands imposed by technological rhythms; only if we succeed
in looking beyond the symbolic content of this action shall we get a clear idea of its function
as a “horizontal” emotive relationship and as a psychic decontamination from structural and
technological work. In the technocratic or capitalist system, decontamination of this type en-
ters into the program in the guise of the entertainment industry with its release and escapist
fare. One of Mao’s sayings is: “Wouldst thou know the apple? Eat it”; the content of his verses
is cathartic in the sense that the simple, but nevertheless conscious gesture of eating the apple
brings the individual into touch with reality on the plane of time: the external stimulus and
the inner sensation are seen as the same, with no intrusion from the abstract relativism of the
mind. This attitude is as far from Zen as it is from Western empiricism, but stands close to the
perceptive dimension of the artistic and political avant-gardes that lie outside the system.

Many persons, “progressive” and at the same time ambiguous, spoke of the May barri-
cades in Paris as a great Happening; their interpretation of the facts sought, by way of a dis-
torting rationalization, to carry over to the language of the theater an event born of the creative
forces of life: life, indeed, was involved, political life in its most all-embracing and real form;
the element of creativity was to be found in the emotional relationship uniting those who took
part and in the individual simultaneity of thought and action. During May, the Latin Quarter,
as well as other parts of Paris, was flooded with mural graffiti and manifestoes; the latter were
extremely terse and violent and extended the range of the face-to-face communication being
made during the action in the streets. They were generally published, at the rate of about 10
per night, by the Atelier Populaire des Beaux Arts.

European students have also developed political discussion in the market-place in an-
other fashion; in the squares of Paris, groups of 10~12 would trace a circle on the ground and
begin a discussion called “The truth game”: after an hour or so, they would move away leaving
the square full of people engaged in animated discussion; in Italy, students have chosen the big
stores as places in which to “interrogate” each other in public, or to act sketches dealing with
recent events, such as the procession of the previous day or their companions in prison.

In New York, some Greenwich Village groups have established communication in the

streets by means of “shock tactics.” At Central Station, a group of marine commandos carried



out a quick and highly realistic “shooting” of a Vietnamese girl; one of these groups, closer to
the language of the visual avant-garde, uses the Village Voice for publicizing its environments;
a famous example is the house in the downtown Puerto Rican section which was taken over as
a living museum, with each stick of filthy furniture idiotically labeled “art object,” “serial
work,” etc.; political message and the demystification of art were united via an intense unity
of awareness typical of the moral climate of New York.

Although not politically aligned, the underground cinema is a phenomenon that must
be linked to the cultural revolution; the New American Cinema, in particular, arose with prem-
ises that stamped it as an “off” phenomenon far superior in range to any other phenomenon
of the same type; recently, due to that attitude of creative naiveté common to a good part
of the American visual avant-garde, its impulses have become clothed in moralism and the
phenomenon itself has been institutionalized. In his European lectures, Mekas said that the
New American Cinema was like one of nature’s creative forces. Today the vital ferments of
the underground cinema are the “newsreel” films prepared by two identically-named coopera-
tives in New York and San Francisco; their documentary set-up is forming a new creative unit
between art and politics.

In the widest sense, the cultural revolution has little to do with culture, though some of
its phases are an experiment in the creative dimension that the avant-garde artists have also

reached by way of individual maturation.

No ideology filters through the relationships between the new political avant-gardes and real-
ity; the “strategy” and “tactics” of practical action remain; in the same way, “poetry” has fallen
from grace in the case of the artistic avant-garde, behavior and communication remain; the
symbols of the cultural revolutio