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conceptual art manifests itself in publications by Sol LeWitt, Dan Graham, and Lawrence

\einer, while Seth Siegelaub organizes its first exhibitions.

onceptual art emerged from the confluence of two major Both Morris and Ruscha are, in turn, indebted to the way
Jegacies of modernism, one embodied in the readymade, a Duchamp’s readymade had yielded a more complex model of
the other in geometric abstraction. Through the practices e practice in the hands of Jasper Johns and Andy Warhol. These two
i flmus and the Pop artists, the first legacy was transmitted to  were also central to the subsequent unfolding of photographic and
\unger postwar artists; through the works of Frank Stella and the  textual strategies as they were being put in place in the mid-sixties
WMinimalists, a similar bridge was formed between prewar abstrac- by the first “official” generation of Conceptual artists, namely
tonand conceptual approaches at the end of the sixties. Lawrence Weiner (born 1940), Joseph Kosuth (born 1945), Robert
At the heginning of the decade, prior to the organized onset of  Barry (born 1936), and Douglas Huebler (1924-77). These artists
Congeptual art in 1968, the fusion of Fluxus and Pop had led to  formed the group that was shown in 1968 in New York by the art
wks such as Robert Morris’s Card File (1962) and Ed Ruscha's  dealer Seth Siegelaub (born 1941).
Twenty-Six Gasoline Stations [1], in which certain positions that The second element that contributed significantly to the
witld subsequently determine Conceptual art were firmly estab-  formation of a Conceptual aesthetic was Minimalist abstraction as
libed: in Ruscha's work this meant an emphasis on photography ~ embodied in the work of Frank Stella, Ad Reinhardt, and Donald
ad the form of distribution of the printed book; in Morris’s, ®Judd. In his manifesto-like essay “Art After Philosophy” (1969),
iientalled a focus on a revised, linguistic definition of modernist  Joseph Kosuth acknowledged all of these as predecessors
dlirellexiveness—or art asserting its own autonomy through  in the development of the Conceptual aesthetic. What is at stake
“ntegies of self-reference—which Morris pushed to the point of  in this aesthetic is a critique of the modernist notion of visuality
‘Wdtfmjningtheverypussibility of aesthetic autonomy. (or “opticality”), here defined as a separate, autonomous sphere

Iy
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2+ Sol LeWitt, Red Square, White Letters, 1963

Qil on canvas, 91.4 x 31.4 (3

36)

a of aesthetic experience. What is further at issue
the problematic uniqueness of the art object as well as the new
mode of distribution (the book, the poster, the journal) and the
“spatiality” of that object—namely, the pictorial rectangle or the
sculptural solid (despite Minimalism’s embrace of industrial pro-
duction and technaological reproduction, Minimalist work had
] ultimately remained wedded to the singular object).

Developing the critique
If visuality, physical concreteness, and aesthetic autonomy are some
of the modernist aspects that Conceptual art began to critique from
t within, this critique had already manifested itself
;

as early as 1963
Red Square, White Letters [2].
As a result of the extreme reductivism of |

in work such as Sol LeWitt's

ate-modernist painting
and sculpture in its drive to secure its autonomy through self-

definition, it became a relatively plausible step to challenge visual

: and formal self-reflexiveness through a strategy of producing literal,
E which is to say linguistic, “definitions.” And ifthe idea of definition
_" A 5600, 1005, ;_P‘-_ T - = - E LR o
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asa basis for art practice started to enter the work of future LuanP‘:
tual artists by 1965, the model of definition transmitted to them
by the example of Sol LeWitt was clearly what one would call a8
performative model. This is because, in replacing the visual »tructqre
of the work by the color- and shape-names of its \'inll;.ll LU'II_[&
(“White Square” printed on a white square; “Red Letters '}‘“med'f'
red on a white square, and so on), LeWitt transforms Tl‘t:‘ \\'Ur‘ki
Spectator into a reader: in the act of pronouncing the information
inscribed on the canvas, the viewing relationship becomes &
performative reader relationship. This in turn parallels the transs
formation of the visual object—as autonomous—into 311
understanding of that object as highly contingent, dL‘P'-"‘m"‘E 2518
does on the context of its particular engagement with its r'l‘f”"er' !
With Morris's early work it also became evident that \HI‘IL' aspecy
aof the readymade that had been overlooked in the ""t}‘::;: y
alreads

> . - = o 2 at it
Duchamp’s reception in the postwar period was th .
art ¢

N 2 A A e . S y \i'k\'f
contained a performative, linguistic dimension—a w(¢

; & i P sen in tUrm
be “created” merely by naming it so—which could ope

e g definitions
onto what one could call the administrative or legalistic
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ik wwork. Speciﬁcally. Morris’s Staternent of Aesthetic With-
a5 celed the artistic value of his slightly earlier work
g . LL‘:,n]t;f,}lj-‘l-le-:m.mc‘ as the notarized document con-
cnt attests, the collector of Litanies did not pay
in effect, voiding its “name.” This legalistic or

[itanies (als
ined 10 Statenn

e it—therebys ; ] T ; MO AT
inistrative system of conventions within which meaning is
Jdmin ¥

fixed is one strategy that was then adopted by

emporarily) P RS
displace the ontological or “intrinsic definition

.L‘mﬂ;gptual artto
Jfthework ofart. _ .
in the way such conventions are obviously external to the idea of

{he work as «elf-contained and autonomous, they participate in
swhat could be called an “aesthetic of the supplement.” And it is this
sotion of supplement that operates in other ways in those works,
wth as Morris's Card File or his Box with the Sound of Its Own
Making(1961), that forms the immediate prehistory of Conceptual
. There, Morris’s strategy is to point toward those features that so
aceed the containment and the relative autonomy demanded by
he modernist paradigm that it begins to break down in the face of
tis experience of excess. Thus in Box with the Sound of Its Own
iaking the traditional sculptural cube (the classic correspondent
iihetraditional pictorial square) is presented, but—with the taped
wunds of the process of its own production emanating from
within it—this seemingly “pure” form is shown to be a hybrid of
spplements of history, memory, texture, sound, and technology

offibrication that led to this supposedly self-contained object.
In Card File|4], which consists entirely of a box of cards carrying
natations of the production of the object itself (hence the self-
ihrential stance), the supplement system appears through the
witten record of all the chance encounters that entered the process
o production and opened it up to an economic, social, biograph-
'ﬁfl- historical system that, in all its randomness and even in its
Hiiviality —related to Fluxus and Pop aesthetics—is not extrinsic to
rhrac.f.!heiic object but indeed necessary to it. In this, the resultant
!mrk i tnimportant compared with the complexity with which
T:mzz:::‘ ::;dﬂ‘-_ﬂk.ing imettwine.s with a variety of “external”
5 ta"- ¢ a)‘n xsvr_he emphasis on these structures l.hat one
esthetic of the supplement. (A wonderful instance

0 Card File & " ;
File is the reference to Morris’s chance meeting—on the

| i . :
| V10 purchase the file itself—with Ad Reinhardt who, as a key

i i 5
Iiiﬁ:mahyc of the type of self-referential, late-modernist aes-
€10 which Morris is saying farewell, is folded into the work as

1 ingides

i ":d.cr who enters the object from outside to distance the
T'd” from itself )
With th, S = )

whoacy ¢ first exhibitions organized in 1968 by Seth Siegelaub,

iy ::d?::::?:rllu a‘md managc_r of the Conceptual aesthetic,
L d.cﬁ. 2pects h?c?me evident that were to have a great
way Si"lifiiluh's “r:tlflibln‘ of Conceptual art. One of these was the
that Produced !‘hc “l-i..‘.ms made the SUPPlE'mcnl yield a shock value
o the et ofth .'""_‘_E“ paradox of 8 simultaneous withdrawal
iy of spectacle : "."'Uil‘l‘ and a sl'ag:mg of that withdrawal as a
% 3 gl W aying Wc show in an office space; we don’t
s Y- We show printed matter. We show work that is

‘- S ——
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Artists’ journals

he success of the Dada and Surrealist journals in forging an

international audience and a far-flung network for artistic
practice was not lost on New York artists who had also seen the
prestige and publicity generated by Alfred Stieglitz's magazines 291
and Gamera Work. In 1947, the year Peggy Guggenheim closed her
“Art of This Century Gallery,” artists emerging with New Yo rk
exhibitions at Samuel Kootz Gallery, Chatles Egan Gallery and
Betty Parsons Gallery felt the need to consolidate a movement
using journals as its platform. Accordingly, The Tiger's Eyeand
Possibilities were founded as the support for the group practice of
Abstract Expressionism. Possibilities had only one issue (Winter
1947-8) with statements in it by Robert Motherwell, Jackson
Pollock, and Mark Rothko. The Tiger's Eye was somewhat longer-
lived, with Barnett Newman writing and editing for it.

With the Surrealists Tanguy, Matta, Ernst, and Man Ray in
New York in the early forties, it was not surprising that two
journals devoted to the movement would be founded: View and
VVV. In April and May 1942, VVV published special issues
devoted to Ernst and Tanguy, while the first issue of View in
1945 was devoted to Marcel Duchamp, who designed its cover;
extracts of André Breton’s essay “Lighthouse of the Bride,” were
included. VVVand View were vehicles for the Abstract
Expressionists to voice their concern with subject matter and to
wonder whether it would be possible to forge new structures of
myth based on American Indian narratives. In 1944, Pollock
wrote: “T have always been very impressed with the plastic
qualities of American Indian art.” Barnett Newman joined him
and organized an exhibition of Northwest Coast Indian painting
at the Betty Parsons Gallery.

By the late sixties the evolving practice of Conceptual art was
focusing on print as the support for its work, with books and
magazines as mass-circulation, inexpensive supports for the
publication of material centered on photography’s own logic of
the multiple. Not only were Ed Ruscha’s books ( 34 Parking Lots;
Twenty-Six Gasoline Stations; Every Building on the Sunset Strip;
Vartous Small Fires) the reasonable outcome of this new
conviction, but the publication of manifesto-like essays in
established art journals formed part of the Conceptualists’
activities. Joseph Kosuth's “Art After Philosophy” was a three-part
statement of the way art was being refocused by a new set of issues,
published in Studio International (1969). It was thus a next step for
Kosuth to found the movement’s own journal, The Foxin 1975, as
well as becoming the American editor of Art-Language (1969).

The centrality of photographic documentation as evidence of
the existence of geographically remote Earthworks led to the
frequent publication of artist statements and essays in magazines
such as Artforum. Robert Smithson, Michael Heizer, Walter De
Maria were all published there, as were the Minimalists Robert
Morris, Carl Andre, and Donald Judd. This in turn encouraged
the development of a journal devoted to Earthwork art,
Avaian_che, edifed by Willoughby Sharp and Lisa Bear from 1970,
Inaddition to its interviews with Earthwork artists, Avalanche
also introduced Joseph Beuys to Anglophone readers,
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3 » Robert Morris, Statement of Aesthetic
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Withdrawal, 1963

sheat of lead over

and ot it

ephemeral, that is only temporally defined, that is textually based

and does not need an actual material institution,” Siegelaub under-

scored the historical obsolescence of the visual work in favor of a

mass-cultural, reproduced object; but in doing so, he produced the

kind of impact on art audiences that one associates with the most

) effective kind of advertising. Thus the first few exhibitions of the
Siegelaub Gallery repeated what had already appeared in the mid-

ato late fifties in the work of Robert Rauschenberg and Yves Klein, in
which the gesture toward the supplement also came across, para-
doxically, as a “spectacular” withdrawal from visuality and from
traditional concepts of artistic production.

g o e ———— -

Strategies and Statements

When Siegelaub published Lawrence Weiner's Statements in 1968,

a broad spectrum of strategies had thus been put into play, And

clearly one of these strategies was the focus on the distribution

form as it had been laid out by Rusch

a. For in resisting a merely
painterly engagement with tecl

mical reproduction, such

as
Warhal's, where the outcome turned oul

to be no different from

A 1655 156 = i ==
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- : ing tha : uct

previous forms of art, Ruscha was demanding that the pmd;
; [ 3 e creby
itself partake in the technologies of reproduction. He thereb)
: sl : H g 5 ownl
shifted from Warhol’s “Campbell’s Soup”™ pantings to h,“
es the distribu=

structure (48

photographic books in which the photograph defin

tion form rather than merely redefining the pictoria
in Warhol) to resuscitate it, paradoxically, from within.

: 3 - ietr n even
Weiner's book Statements carries the idea of distributio ks

= - = ng WOIK

further. Broken down into two halves—the first including

: ' " (th never able t0

that are in “the public freehold domain (that is, :1(\:‘ e
i Tel - o, “ang a or ':"

become private property), which Weiner called “Gener " 2
alled “Specific Works —evel

a2 in which

: 1 v  siece; (b) the
Weiner pronounces: (a) the artist may construct the piec

‘ e : . wced atall
piece may be fabricated; (c) the piece may not be produc -

‘ ivership tha
he work

and the secc

d including those he ¢
thing in Statements is guided by a tripartite formu

In doing so, he indicates that it is the condition of rec

A : : z us of t
controls and ultimately determines the material stat

archy of
; : S | hierarchy ¢
of art, thereby completely reversing the traditiona e
) i :

o ; 3 =0 u mer [receiver]| of the

artistic production. For Weiner, “the owner [recerve Il be to the
; ) S i e Thel

contributes to what the material status of the work ¥

very same extent as its producer.”




Deskilling

he term deskilling was first used in lan Burn’s essay,
—I_" The Sixties: Crisis and Aftermath (Or the Memaoirs of an
Ex-Conceptual Artist)” in Arf & Textin 1981. It is a concept
of considerable importance in describing numerous artistic
endeavors throughout the twentieth century with relative
precision. All of these are linked by their persistent effort to
eliminate artisanal competence and other forms of manuial
virtuosity from the horizon of both artistic production and
aesthetic evaluation. Deskilling appears for the first time in the
late nineteenth century in the work of the Impressionists and
of Georges Seurat, when the traditional emphasis on virtuoso
draftsmanship and painterly finish was displaced by a
breakdown of the application of pigment into visibly separate
brush-strokes, <|>\|1\:u|n!_g the smooth surfaces of academic
painting with the marks of manual labor in an almost
mechanically executed and serially deployed arrangement of
pigment. Deskilling first climaxed in the context of Cubist
collage, as found cut-paper elements displaced both painterly
execution and the function of drawing altogether, substituting
the “merely” found tonalities and found graphic schemes that
the cut papers took on. The second major moment—perhaps
the high point of such a critique of virtuosity and manual skill—

came in the immediate wake of Cubist collz with the

assumption of the readymade. With this declaration of the
found, industrial object from which all artisanal (manual)
process has been banished as the work of ant, the collective
production of the serialized, mechanical object took the place

of the exceptional work crafted by the gifted virtuoso.

Here, then, is a logical expansion of the initial collaborative or
contingency model that had been introduced in the postwar recep-
tion of Duchamp that began with Johns and extended through
Morris to LeWitt. For Statements emphasizes that neither collabora-
tion, nor industrial production, nor the elimination of authorial
originality alone are sufficient to define the condition of contextual-

ity within which the work of functions. The fact that from

Statements onward Weiner’s work became exclusively language-
(= bt =

based corresponds, precisely, to that complex definition inasmuch as
the reading of the work, its presentation on the printed page, and its
distribution in book form all point to the multiplicity of performa-
tive options that the work can assume. All of the work in Statements
maintains the possibility of a material, sculptural definition [5]; all of

it could in fact be executed by anyone who cared to: vet all ofiit retains

its full definition as “art” even if it does not acquire a material form

A typical example is a piece such as “A 36 inch x 36 inch square
removal from a wall,” which was in fact installed in the exhibition

a“When Attitudes Become Form.” In this work the transition in

Weiner's own history—he had started out as a painter/sculptor—is

rewritten as the move from Minimalist and modernist self-reflexive

and highly reductive visual practices to the linguistic franscription

of such practices. For the square as the quintessential topos of

Conceptual an | 1988




5« Lawrence Weiner, a square removal from a rug in use, 1969
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modernist self-reflection is still in play but now it is literally

1n:

bed,” or written. It is thus linked with the quintessentially
antimodernist strategy of visual withdrawal. Inasmuch as the “state-
ment” ties the form to the wall that constitutes its frame, it denies the
possibility of a separate visual entity by integrating it into the display
surface as much as into the institutional support structure. That
paradox, in which the quintessence of visual self-reflexivity is embed-
ded within the contingency and the contextuality of these supports,
i1s a classic conceptual strategy in Weiner's Statements.
Anather major strand in Conceptual art was photoconceptualism,
4 developed by figures such as Douglas Huebler, also a member of the
Siegelaub group, Dan Graham (born 1942), and John Baldessari
{(born 1931). These artists introduced models of photographic prac-
tice that once again performed a peculiar fusion of Minimalist,
late-modernist, and Pop art strategies manifestly derived from a
more complex understanding of the implications for photography of
Duchamp's readymade. Insofar as Graham’s photographs, starting
in 1965, focused on the peculiar echoes of modernity in its most
debased forms of vernacular architecture—suburban housing devel-
opments—the readymade can be seen to be operative. Ina work such
as Homes for America [6

» produced in several parts in 1966-7,
Graham recognized the coding system of Minimalist sculpture—
simple geometries arranged through serial repetition—in the found

structures of vernacular architecture in New Jersey and elsewhere,

That was the first subject of his photographic inquiry, but at the same

time he also introduced an approach to photography that was then to

be dominant in both Huebler's and Baldessari’s use of the medium

-
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This is what one could call the extreme for ms of “'l&.‘\'klumg
photography that supplanted both the tradition of American docy.
mentary and that of American and [ uropean fine arts J'l"“".‘-'!'ﬂphy_
Photography in the hands of these artists—post-Warhol and post-
Ruscha—becomes a mere randomly accumulated set of indexical
traces of images, objects, contexts, behaviors, or interactions in an
attempt to make the complexity of both the architectural dimensions
of public space and the social dimensions of individual interaction
the subject matter of conceptual approaches. The third figure to be
mentioned in this context, in Li!;l[l):.__"llt' with those hgures mentioned
above as photoconceptualists (although clearly positioning himself
aoutside of their immediate circle), is Hans Haacke, who alsa
deployed systems of photographic records in a deskilled production
as an integral element for a "documentary” approach. In the work of
these artists, documentation certainly claims no continuity with the
« documentary traditions of, say, FSA photography

Joseph Kosuth deducted his own theory of Conceptual art from

a dogmatic synthesis of the various, and contradictory, strands of
modernism, ranging from Duchamp to Reinhardt (for Kosuth,
Duchamp’s readymades were the “beginning of ‘modern’ art”

because they changed the nature of art “from ‘appearance’ to ‘con-

"
6+ Dan Graham, Homes for America, “Split Level" and “Ground Leve
“Twa Home Homes," 1966
Two phatagraphs, 26.5% 17.5 (10 %
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7+ Joseph Kosuth, The Second Investigation, 1969-74

ception’”). In One and Three Chairs (1965), he extended the ready-
made by breaking it into a tripartite set of relations—object, linguistic
sign, and photographic reproduction—and in works such as The
Second Investigation[ 7] he put into practice his assertion, as expressed
in “Art After Philosophy,” that the work of art is a “proposition pre-
sented within the context of art as a comment on art.” Influenced by
linguistic models, the laws of mathematics, and the principles of
logical positivism, Kosuth defined his project—"and, by extension,
other artists’"—as an “inquiry into the foundations of the concept
‘art,’ as it has come to mean.” And yet, while valid for his own investi-
gations, such a rigorously analytical approach was hardly applicable
to any of the other practices emerging at that time. One artist who was

explicitly excommunicated from Kosuth's late-modernist doxa was

John Baldessari. Instead of turning Duchamp into doctrine, as
Kosuth had done, Baldessari took his subversive legacies and applied
them to the false orthodoxies with which Conceptualism was about
THIS IS NOT TO BE LOOKED AT. to i].“fm“ itself as the new umh()ﬂtidli.\'e movement. Baldessari's work
anticipated these new art-world pieties early on: he annihilated them
with an antiartistic humor in both his paintings and his books [8].
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41 1960a Critic Pisrre Restany organizes

470

agroup of diverse artists In Paris to farm
Nouveau Realisme, redefining the
paradigms of callage, the readymade,
and the monochrome.

box: The neo-avant-garde

1960b clement Greenberg publishes
“Modernist Painting”: his crificism reorients
itself and in its new guise shapes the debates
of the sixtles.

box « Leo Steinberg: the flatbed picture plane

1960c Roy Lichtenstsin and Andy Warhol
start 1o use cartoons and advertisements as
sources for paintings, followed by James
Rosenquist, Ed Ruscha, and others:
American Pop art |s born,

1861 In December, Claes Oldenburg
opens The Store in New York's East Village,
an “erivironment” that mimicked the setting
of surrounding cheap shops and from
which all the items were for sale: throughout
the winter and the following spring, ten
different *happenings” would be performed
by Oldenburg’s Ray Gun Theater in

The Store locale.

1962a In Wiesbaden, West Germaryy,
George Maciunas organizes the first of
a saries of international events that mark
the formation of the Fluxus movement

1962b In Vienna, a group of artists
including Ganter Brus, Otta Mihl, and
Hermann Nitsch come together ta form
Viennese Acticnism

1962¢ Spurred by the publication of The
Great Experiment! Russian Art 18631922
by Camilla Gray, Western interes! revives

in the Constructivist principles of Viadimir
Tatiin and Aleksandr Rodghenko, which are
elaborated n different ways by younger
artists such as Dan Flavin, Carl Andre Sal
LeWitt, and others.

box * Arfforum

475

496

505

509

515

1963 After publisting two maniféstas
with the painter Eugen Schénebeck, Georg
Baselitz exhibits Die Grosse Nacht im Eimer
(Great Night Down the Drain) in Berlin

s21 1968a Twa major MUSELMS COMMitied 1
the most advanced European and Amrics 8
an of the sixtiess—the Stedelijk Van
Abbemuseum in Eindhoven and the
Stadtisches Musaum Abiteiberg in
Ménchengladbach—exhiit the work of
Bernd and Hilla Becher, placing them
the forefront of an interest in Canceptya

art and photography.

1964a on July 20, the twentieth
anniversary of the failed Stauffenberg coup
against Hitler, Joseph Beuys publishes his
fictitious autabiography and generates an
outbreak of public violence at the “Festival
of New Art" in Aacher; West Germany

s27 1968b Conceptual art manifests itself
In publications by Sol LeWitt, Dan & T
and Lawrence Weainer, while
organizes its first exhibitions
box = Artists' journals
bax = Deskilling

1964b  Thirteen Most Wanted Men by
Andy Warhol is installed, momentarily, on
the facade of the State Pavilion at the
World's Fair in New York,

Seth Sieg

534 1969 The exhibition “When At
Become Form”™ in Bern and Londe
Postminimalist develop i
Hiusion: Pro
focuses on Process art, If
aspects of which are el =
Serra, Robert Morris, and Eva Hesse

19f0-=1978

sa0 1970 Michael A

Callege Project: t
upa
sculpturs

1965 Donald Judd publishes *Specific
Qbjects": Minimalism receives its theorization
at the hands of its major practitioners, Judd
and Robert Morris

box = Maurice Merleau-Ponty

1966a Marcel Duchamp completes his
Installation Etant Donnés in the Philadelphia
Museurmn of Art: his mounting influence

on younger artists climaxes with the
posthumous revelation of this new work

19660 The exhibition "Eccentric
Abstraction” opens in New York: the wark of
Louise Bourgeois, Eva Hesse, Yayol Kusama
and others points to an expressive alternative
to the sculptural language of Minimalism

Dpens

1967a Publishing “A Tour of the

Monuments of Passaic, New Jersay," Robert
Smithson marks “entropy” as a generat
zoncept of artistic practice in

18670 The ltalian critic Germa
mounis the first Arte Povera exhibition.

the four artists of the Frel
BMPT paint in public
exactly from canya
iguration of his ¢

Conceptualist painting
of attacks aga

postwar France
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