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content into a single plane of expression in a self-decomposing and
deconstructing object. While other artists such as Jean Tinguely, Yves Klein,
Arman, Bernard Aubertain, certain members of the German based ZERO
group, and Fluxus at times employed destructive means in their work, no one
except Metzger so thoroughly recognized and pursued the full ramifications of
this problem.(7)

Metzger's work demanded not only a political reading of art, but an engaged
and self-conscious relationship to its production. His concern for the
international, interdisciplinary scope of destruction in art was most clearly
brought out in the first press release he wrote for DIAS, where he explained that:

The Destruction in Art Symposium. . .will bring together artists from various
countries. . .writers, psychologists, sociologists, and other scientists. The main
objective of DIAS is to focus attention on the element of destruction in
Happenings, auto-destructive art, and other new art forms, to relate this to
destruction in society.

Ivor Davies performing “Robert Mitchum Destruction/Explosion Event” on Porto Bello Rd., near the Free
School Playground, London. September 13th, 1966. Photo: Michael Broome

The destruction-in-art works performed at DIAS might be generalized into
three broad and often overlapping categories: destruction of materials,
destruction caused by nature, and psychological and physical attacks on the
body. The majority of the objects and events at DIAS were constructed to be
destroyed through various means such as explosives, burning, tearing, and
cutting. John Latham’s burning towers of books, SKOOB Towers (books spelled
backwards), attacked the symbols of rational, scientific, and linguistic systems
that dominate creative intuition and non-rational invention. The Welsh artist
Ivor Davies set off explosions destroying mannequins, objects, an enormously
enlarged photograph of Robert Mitchum, and parts of the abandoned buildings
in which his work was situated near the London Free School Playground on
Nottinghill (an open, littered space, a terrain vague razed by Nazi bombs where.
appropriately, many of the DIAS events took place). Davies’ works recalled
World War I1 bombings and the potential annihilation in nuclear war. Although
virtually unknown, they were direct antecedents for the kinds of performances
staged by Mark Pauline and Survival Research Laboratories Group in San
Francisco today.



Only a few artists at DIAS worked with natural forces such as destruction
wrought by wind, fire, rain, air, water, or gravity. Foremost among them, Graham
Stevens created a massive pneumatic structure into which the public was invited
to experience the heaving, swaying, and constantly changing shape of nature.(8)
Juan Hidalgo of the Spanish ZAJ group, often associated with Fluxus activities,
performed his colleague‘mm&f«%mdda. during which a candle burned

silently for one hour, one minute, one second.

The events in which DIAS artists utilized the body to signify the destructive
and violent conditions affecting the individual ranged from private,
psychological and spiritual experiences, to public and social experiences.

mmmmmnmm.smmb«n 1966. photo: John Prosser.

Powerful among these were Yoko Ono’s Cur Piece, in which she sat passive and
immobile after having invited the audience to come to the stage and snip away
her clothing. In Rafael Ortiz’s event, Self-Destruction, Ortiz ripped his suit to
reveal himself dressed in diapers. Whining, screaming, cajoling, and desperately
calling, “Mamma, Ma Ma Ma Ma” and “Pappa, Pa Pa,” he banged a rubber
duck and drank enormous quantities of milk from bottles until he vomited on
the stage, bringing his psychic Oedipal drama to an end. These kinds of physical
actions stood at the apex of DIAS activities but none more than the presentation
of Hermann Nitsch's Orgies Mysteries Theatre. The artists who witnessed Nitsch's
work at DIAS were nearly unanimous in their agreement that Nitsch and the
Austrians had pushed the possibility for visual expression to the limit.
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mmmmwmmmummw.
September 16, 1966. Photo: John Prosser.

This problem poses even more serious considerations if the photographs —
which may or may not distort an art action — tend to be of a particularly
destructive, violent, and/or pornographic nature, or are salacious or scandalous
in content and suggestion, offering no real sense of the conditions of the original
event. Some photographs produced by the Austrian artist Rudolph
Schwarzkogler provide an example. Schwarzkogler set up tableaux of castration
for the purpose of producing a series of photographs. Although Schwarzkogler
used the artist Heinz Chibulka as his model for the photographs, some of which
pictured a male figure whose penis was swathed in gauze, stained with blood,
and resting on a table before him, the images were understood by viewers to
be representations of Schwarzkogler’s self-mutilation. A story circulated that
Schwarzkogler's death in 1969 (the photographs were taken in 1965) had occured
as the result of a castration performance and this myth was internationally
perpetuated by Robert Hughes in Time. (9) How will future artists transform
and interpret provocative works by artists such as Chris Burden, Gina Pane,
Nitsch, Miihl, Brus, and Ortiz, when the photographic document is considered
primary and equal to the event?

In addition to Nitsch's actions, Ortiz suggested that, as part of a destruction
ritual related to Mayan legends and to his own geneological history, he would
sacrifice a chicken. His comments were widely publicized and an enormous
outery in the media registered public indignation, culminating in a picket of
his event by members of the Royal Society for the Protection of Animals. Ortiz’s
proposal presented the DIAS organizers with the difficult and seemingly
contradictory problem of deciding whether to take responsibility for the very
art for which they had prepared a platform. The question of permission
bordering on censorship again emerged as a key issue in the use of fire in
Latham’s SKOOB Towers. A week following the police action at Nitsch's event,
Latham was scheduled to destroy one of his SKOOB Towers, but the DIAS
Committee (at this point left in the hands of Metzger) decided not to sponsor
Latham under the DIAS umbrella for fear of further legal action. Latham,
nevertheless, ignited three SKOOB Towers (constructed of books of the
Metropolitan Museum of Art Seminars in Art), which had been set up behind
the British Museum, and which continued to blaze until the arrival of the fire
department, who put them out. Latham was not cited.
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moment that Modernism floundered and was pronounced “dead” by many
critics.

By presenting the living figure as form, subject matter, and content, destruction-
in-art works condensed and displaced paradoxes of destruction and creation
experienced only indirectly as historical events. The presentation of the
threatened body can be argued to have also played a role in the strong re-
emergence of the existential figure in Action and Body Art and, however
subliminally, in Neo-Expressionist painting and sculpture, where the human
being is often represented as politically and/or psychologically threatened. At
the very least, the strength of the figure in recent art owes a tremendous historic
debt, not only to the twenty years of live art that preceded it, but to the
achievements of those who struggled to penetrate the meaning of destruction
in their artistic practice.

Twenty years after DIAS, it has become an historical object, not only a reflector
of its period, but a subject of study which reveals the significance of the often
historically invisible on the too-often insignificant visible. DIAS dramatised
what was already apparent but remained unaddressed. In this way, the DIAS
artists were a society's sentient antennae who, with highly cultivated
consciousness, quickly responded to the ethos of the post-World War II period
and constructed an image of some of the most problematic experiences of art
in our time.

London Free School Playground. Site of DIAS events. Gustav Metzger in foreground carrying plastic bag
with found objects. September, 1966. Photo: Hans Sohm.






