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Introduction:
During the Exhibition the Gallery Will Be Closed

• 1. RESEARCH PARAMETERS

This thesis aims to be an original contribution to the critical evaluation of
conceptual art (1965-75). It addresses the following questions: What is
conceptual art, what were its aims and procedures and what has it
achieved? Is there a privileged relationship between contemporary art and
conceptual art? Has the notion of “concept” fundamentally changed the
theoretical position of artists and their interaction with audiences, critics,
curators and historians? What are the implications of conceptual art for the
practices of art historical and critical writing today? Have art historians,
especially those who write about post-1960s art, taken these implications
into account? And if not, why not? What dilemmas characterise the critical
legacy of conceptual art?
The specificity of my approach lies, firstly, in using a combination
of historical, critical and theoretical tools and, secondly, in adopting a
starting point in the artistic practice of today. I will suggest that, in order to
understand the nature of conceptual art, one has to analyse its continued
effect, its outgrowths and aftermath. This seems to be the only way to reach
a deeper understanding of the issues that are seminal for contemporary
artistic and art historical discourses. Therefore my reading of conceptual art
is grounded in a critical and theoretical analysis of contemporary art. I look
at contemporary art as a combined system of production and reception, in
which discursive and artistic practices are intimately entwined. My aim is
firstly to identify the structural changes that have occurred in this system
since the 1960s and then to trace them back to the artistic movement
commonly known as conceptual art.
Shifts in the cultural position of the visual artist over the last fifteen
to twenty years, such as the tendency towards a design-based model of
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production (see chapters 3 and 4 below), call for a renewed interpretation of
the artistic movement that, I hope to show, prefigured these shifts. This
explains why this thesis could only be written now and not, say, in 1975 or
1990. More than forty years after its inception, I look at conceptual art from
a deliberately anachronistic point of view, taking into account after-effects
that may never have been planned or foreseen by the artists in question or
their advocates. I evaluate the original ideas and intentions in close
connection to their offshoots and derivatives, whilst trying to avoid the
danger of teleological reduction.1
A common notion in the art historical literature on conceptual art is that its
basic thrust is anti-visual (see section 5 of this introduction). My own
understanding of conceptual art, as developed in this thesis, is that it is not
based on a refusal of visuality, but on something that makes the distinction
between visual and non-visual parameters virtually irrelevant: the primacy
of information.
I intend to show that the appearance of conceptual art was the
result of artists starting to take account, in various radical ways, of two
conditions, one social, the other institutional: first, the rise of postindustrial or “informational” society, as it was theorised at the time by
critics such as Jack Burnham and sociologists such as Daniel Bell;2 second,
the central position of institutions and mediators, which had become
indispensable for the experience of artworks by an audience. The
simultaneous impact of these new conditions is no coincidence: they can be
seen as two distinct but related forms of the primacy of information. Artists
such as Carl Andre, Lawrence Weiner, John Baldessari, Douglas Huebler,
Michael Asher, and Joseph Kosuth not only acknowledged and accepted

This idea of an anachronistic art history is indebted to Hal Foster’s notion
of a “traumatic” avant-garde that “is never historically effective or fully significant in
its initial moments”. Foster, “Who’s Afraid of the Neo-Avant-Garde?”, The Return of
the Real. The Avant-Garde at the End of the Century (Cambridge, Mass./London:
MIT Press, 1996), 29.
2
Jack Burnham, “System Esthetics”, Artforum 7:1 (September 1968), 30-35;
and “Real Time Systems”, Artforum 8:1 (September 1969), 49-55. Daniel Bell, The
Coming of Post-Industrial Society. A Venture in Social Forecasting [1973], repr.
(New York: Basic Books, 1999). Bell’s first publications on the post-industrial society
date from the early 1960s.
1
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these conditions, but deliberately allowed them to determine the
fundamental parameters of their artistic output.
Closely connected to the rise of post-industrial society is the
mathematical theory of information. This information theory was a branch
of science developed in a military context during and shortly after World
War II. Its aim was to produce theoretical models for improving the
efficiency of information transfer and communication channels. The theory
found a broad range of technological and social applications in the post-war
decades and also left considerable traces in the sphere of cultural
production, especially around 1970. The transfer of information became a
self-imposed task for a wide range of cultural producers.3
Thus, conceptual artists adopted a position literally as brokers of
information.4 In their practice as artists they would subject the manual
work to a protocol (a set of explicit prescriptions and rules) and in many
cases completely separate the conception of a work from its execution,
denying responsibility for the latter. By reducing a work to the “information
value” of a concept, protocol or script, these artists seemed to accept the
premises of information theorists about the possibility – or need – to
reduce the act of communication to an efficient exchange of “bits”.5
Taking 1970 as the historical starting point of “contemporary art”
(see section 4 below), I define and analyse contemporary art as “post-

Relevant sources on information theory are Claude E. Shannon and Warren
Weaver, The Mathematical Theory of Communication [1949]
(Urbana/Chicago/London: University of Illinois Press, 1972); and Jeremy Campbell,
Grammatical Man. Information, Entropy, Language, and Life (New York: Simon
and Schuster, 1982). For a critical and historical perspective, see Kathleen
Woodward, ed., The Myths of Information: Technology and Postindustrial Culture
(London/Henley: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1980); and Omar Aftab et al.,
“Information Theory and the Digital Age”, http://web.mit.edu (2001).
4
Cf. Robert Hobbs, “Affluence, Taste, and the Brokering of Knowledge.
Notes on the Social Context of Early Conceptual Art”, in: Michael Corris, ed.,
Conceptual Art. Theory, Myth, and Practice (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2004), 200-222. An interesting case of “reframing”, Hobbs’ use of the word
“knowledge” may be understood as an attempt to take away some of the
embarrassment concerning the information paradigm of the late 1960s and to make
conceptual art seem compatible with the current focus in the contemporary art
world on artistic research and knowledge transfer.
5
Michael Corris has suggested that the use of information theory by
conceptual artists was done “in the spirit of a productive misreading”. “Recoding
Information, Knowledge, and Technology”, in: Corris, ed., Conceptual Art. Theory,
Myth, and Practice, 197.
3
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conceptual” in the double sense of coming after and permeated by
conceptual art.6 This definition allows me to disregard the redundant notion
of “neo-conceptual art,” a term coined in the art world for certain work
produced in the 1990s. All art produced since 1970 has had to come to
terms with the legacy of conceptual art. The social and institutional
conditions taken into account by conceptual artists (and relating to the
primacy of information) still exist and have profound consequences for the
position of artists today.
Contemporary art is increasingly subsumed within the realm of
communication, in both academic and institutional contexts.7 Since
conceptual artists were the first to consider their practice in terms of
information transfer,8 a critical reconstruction of the conceptual roots of
contemporary art may help to shed light on the conditions that determine
artistic production today. In order to achieve this, I will go beyond the
classical art historical framework and, following a suggestion by Benjamin
Buchloh,9 look at the broader social and cultural changes that took place in
Europe and North America in the 1960s and ’70s – most importantly, the
transition from an industrial to a service-oriented economy.
A critical evaluation of the legacy of conceptual art is complicated by the
following paradox. On the one hand, the fact that conceptual formats such
as photo-documentation and text works are now a widespread phenomenon
As suggested in Peter Osborne, “Art beyond Aesthetics: Philosophical
Criticism, Art History and Contemporary Art”, Art History 27:4 (September 2004),
666.
7
Charles Forceville and Grant Kester are among the academic writers who
propose that art be viewed as a form of communication. See Forceville, “Relevanz
und Prägnanz: Kunst als Kommunikation”, Zeitschrift für Semiotik 31:1-2 (2009),
31-63; and Kester, Conversation Pieces: Community and Conversation in Modern
Art (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004). For a thorough and valuable
critique of the notion of art as communication, see Frank Vande Veire, “Een gift aan
levende doden. Over het kunstwerk als publiek geheim”, De Witte Raaf 101
(January-February 2003), 19-23.
8
See Edward A. Shanken, “Art in the Information Age: Technology and
Conceptual Art”, in: Corris, ed., Conceptual Art. Theory, Myth, and Practice, 235250, and in the same volume: Johanna Drucker, “The Crux of Conceptualism:
Conceptual Art, the Idea of Idea, and the Information Paradigm”, 251-268.
9
Benjamin H.D. Buchloh , “Conceptual Art 1962-1969: From the Aesthetic of
Administration to the Critique of Institutions”, October 55 (Winter 1990), 105-143.
Originally published in a different version in: cat. l’Art conceptuel, une perspective
(Paris: Musée d’Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris, 1989), 41-53.
6
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in the globalised contemporary art scene suggests a fair measure of success.
On the other, conceptual art entailed a revolutionary promise (suggesting a
radical demystification of artisthood) that has never materialised –
something that many critics and historians working on conceptual art see as
an unmistakable failure. Conceptual art never delivered what it seemed to
promise. How should we relate the material success of conceptual art (as a
range of established and recognisable work formats) to this failure? And
given this paradoxical after-life of conceptual art, what does it mean to say
that contemporary art as a whole has absorbed the conditions that originally
gave rise to the conceptual art movement?10
Thus, the additional aim of this thesis is to identify the implications
of conceptual art for the practice of art historical and critical writing today. I
hope to show that conceptual art has had crucial consequences for the
professional quality judgment of works of art and, by extension, for all
discursive “traffic” triggered by those works. Notions of authorship, oeuvre,
criticality, and artistic autonomy were challenged by developments in
artistic practice. This means not only that a critical reappraisal of the
conceptual movement has to take account of institutional aspects, such as
the museum and gallery system and the position of mediators and
specialists, but also that art historians need to extend the reappraisal to
their own discipline and to the role it has played in conceptualising
conceptualism.
In this respect, it is important to note that most recent literature on
conceptual art has been aimed at modifying or expanding the canon by

See Jeff Wall, Depiction, Object, Event. Hermes Lecture 2006 (’sHertogenbosch: Stichting Hermeslezing, 2006). Wall gives the following suggestive
analysis: “From the early 70s on, it seems that most artists either ignored the
[conceptual] reduction altogether, or acquiesced to it intellectually, but put it aside
and continued making works. But the works they made are not the same works as
before. Since there are now no binding technical or formal criteria or even physical
characteristics that could exclude this or that object or process from consideration as
art, the necessity for art to exist by means of works of art is reasserted, not against
the linguistic conceptual reduction, but in its wake and through making use of the
new openness it has provided, the new ‘expanded field’. The new kinds of works
come into their own mode of historical self-consciousness through the acceptance of
the claim that there is a form of art which is not a work of art and which legislates
the way a work of art is now to be made. This is what the term ‘post-conceptual’
means” (19-20).
10
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including previously marginalised or undervalued artists.11 It has not
challenged fundamental underlying assumptions, such as the opposition
between the visual and the cerebral, the discontinuity between high art and
mass culture, or the anti-institutional character of conceptual art. Attempts
by conceptual artists in the 1960s to undermine the status of the artist as
author have never been followed through, either in theory or in artistic
practice. Even if those attempts were noted in the initial reception of the
work, by the 1980s and ’90s the aura of authentic artisthood had been
largely restored. Part of my research concerns the way conceptual practices
have changed (or perhaps have failed to change) the art historical and
critical reception of works of art. If the implications of conceptual art were
unacceptable from an institutional point of view, does that mean they have
been effectively “repressed” by the stakeholders in the system? Or else can
we identify the conditions that made it impossible, in a visual art context, to
discard notions such as authorship and oeuvre?
This introduction begins with an explanation of the structure of the
thesis and its genesis (section 2), followed by a discussion of methodological
aspects (section 3). It goes on to propose a demarcation of conceptual art
and examine some issues of chronology and periodisation (section 4).
Finally, it analyses the historiography of conceptual art (section 5) and
synthesises my own argument with regard to the legacy of conceptualism
(section 6).

• 2. STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS

This thesis consists of a collection of essays written and published for
various occasions and in various formats between 2001 and 2010. They
differ considerably in terms of length, substance, and style. Some are
thematic; others are more historical; only one of the essays is a
monographic text dealing with a single artist. Four of the texts (chapters 2,
5, 6, and 7) were originally commissioned as catalogue essays; two others
(chapters 3 and 4) were included in my book The Regime of Visibility; the
11

See the publications listed in note 30 below.
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remaining text (chapter 1) was part of a critical anthology on the history of
Sonsbeek exhibitions.12
I have grouped the seven chapters into three parts. Part I is entitled
“Unfortunate Implications”, part II “Conceptual Art in a Visual World”, and
part III “Conceptual Art and Photography”. The second part clearly
comprises the bulk of the thesis. The texts in that section (chapters 3 and 4)
were originally part of a theoretical model for the dialectical relationship
between art and mass culture (in The Regime of Visibility). They propose a
critical reading of conceptual art from the 1960s and ’70s in a comparative
conjunction with graphic design practices of the same period. I evaluate
conceptual procedures by looking at their offshoots in the art of the 1980s
and ’90s. The outcome of this interpretative operation is a description of
contemporary art as a combined system of production and reception
featuring the paradoxical notion of “applied concept art”. Chapter 5 can be
read as an afterthought to this. It offers reflections on the tension between
the conceptual ambitions of contemporary art and its decorative “use” in the
homes of private collectors. The discursive background is formed by certain
political ideals cherished by the historical avant-garde regarding an artistic
breakthrough into the domain of everyday life.
The first part of the thesis (“Unfortunate Implications”) represents
an early phase in my research, with texts dating from 2001 and 2002.
Chapter 1 looks into the reception of the neo-avant-garde in the
Netherlands around 1970. It takes the form of a case study of the milestone
exhibition Sonsbeek buiten de perken (1971) and two subsequent
exhibitions in Park Sonsbeek (1986 and 1993). I focus on the critical
reception and institutional ramifications of the 1971 event, which was meant
to introduce conceptual art and land art to a wider public in the
Netherlands but was in the end, due to numerous factors and
circumstances, perceived by many as a downright failure. “Conceptual art”
is not a prominent label or term in this chapter but the interpretative model
that is developed in later essays already plays a significant part in it. I have
chosen to include this text in the thesis because it has a substantial thematic
connection both with chapters 3 and 4 (regarding the primacy of
12

For publication details see the acknowledgments elsewhere in this volume.
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information) and with chapter 5 (the notion of site-specificity). The original
research it necessitated, especially concerning the critical reception of
Sonsbeek buiten de perken, gives evidential strength to my arguments about
the primacy of information and the crucial position of experts and
mediators in the public’s experience of contemporary art. A final reason to
include it is that it already hints at the specific attitude of conceptual artists
(both critical and non-critical).
Chapter 2 takes as its central point the impossible fantasy of a work
of art that consists of nothing but an idea – a fantasy that seems to haunt
the chronicles of twentieth-century art. Although this chapter problematises
the notion of conceptual art as a movement, it also contains arguments for
my proposition that the conceptual is a generic condition for the production
and reception of contemporary art – a condition that even students in art
school have to learn to negotiate. Although the text of this essay overlaps to
some extent with sections of chapter 3, I decided to include it in the thesis
both because it represents an important phase in my research on conceptual
art and because it fills certain gaps. Chapter 2 places a strong emphasis on
the idea that conceptual art was an impossible project; this idea is
subsequently developed and reworked in the “paradoxes” thematised in
chapter 3. So, if the later text builds on notions and ideas introduced in the
earlier one, the earlier one nevertheless contains interesting elements that I
felt needed to be presented in the thesis. These chapters represent different
stages in the development of my research.
If the conventional dichotomy between the visual and the
conceptual is already relativised in the second part of the thesis, I elaborate
and apply the results of this in the third part. Here, in chapters 6 and 7, I
analyse the exceptional position of photography as a medium used by visual
artists, against the background of the “post-medium condition” of
contemporary art.13 Chapter 6 sketches a genealogy of “conceptual
photography”, focusing on the impasse in which the medium found itself
circa 1975 and the role played by the work of Bernd and Hilla Becher in
overcoming that impasse. It is partly due to the Bechers that the

13
Cf. Rosalind Krauss, “A Voyage on the North Sea”. Art in the Age of the
Post-Medium Condition (London/New York: Thames & Hudson, 1999).
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photographic metier acquired the conceptual aura that has made it such a
successful and widely used contemporary art form. Chapter 7 is a
monographic text on the work of Canadian artist Jeff Wall. Although
written in 2002, almost eight years before chapter 6, it can be read as an
extension to it. It takes as its lead the critical remarks on the position of
photography in contemporary art with which the previous chapter ends.
Wall’s way of working provides an intelligent alternative to the widespread
idea that artists observe the world and allow us to see it through their eyes.
The essays compiled in the thesis are the fruit of a critical writing practice
established and developed outside the university. This partly explains their
hybrid nature, hovering between art history, theory and criticism. At an
early stage of the thesis preparation process, the decision was taken not to
edit the essays, as this would block one of the aims of the research: to look
into the effects that conceptual art has had on critical and art historical
writing practices over time. The thesis is therefore to some extent a case
study based on material provided by my own essays. In the conclusion, I
explicitly reflect on my writing.
The essays have been compiled with an eye to the overall art
historical argument that, although fragmented and sometimes implicit, is
unmistakably there. Inconsistencies between them may nevertheless be
attributed not only to differences in their original publication context, but
also to the development of my thinking. To some extent, the contrast
between chapter 2 on the one hand and chapters 3 and 4 on the other
represents a wider change in my approach to conceptual art over the years –
a change that may have been gradual, but is nevertheless significant. The
earlier text was written in the spirit of a mostly intuitive reaction against the
sanctified canon of 1960s art and against the legitimating role of art
historians in writing on recent art. The later texts document a shift towards
a more considered and balanced view of the historical relationship between
conceptual and contemporary art. The dialectics of this history reach a more
mature form here. I return to these dialectics in the conclusion of the thesis,
where I discuss the use of irony in historiography.
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This introduction is a new text that was written specifically for the
thesis. Its main purpose is to synthesise the overall argument of the essays
and to present it in a consistent, explicit and unbroken form. The
introduction also gives theoretical and art historical support to the essays by
providing additional sources and references. As a result, it is a rather dense
and compact text offering few examples of particular works or oeuvres to
illustrate the points being made. The reader will find such examples in the
corresponding chapters.

• 3. METHODOLOGICAL ASPECTS

In this section I consider some methodological issues concerning the art
historical treatment of conceptual art. I position myself in a tradition of
critical writing before identifying the major strands in the method used in
this thesis.
The dominant art historical approach to conceptualism seems
rather narrow and limited. It clings, for example, to a high-art perspective
and a strict opposition between the visual and the cerebral. It tends to look
mainly at the art object and its transformations, rather than at the changing
procedures of art-making or at the repositioning of the artist in the social
and cultural field. No matter how one feels about these limitations (some
may like to believe that they testify to the classical strength of the
discipline), it is clearly possible to enrich the art historical landscape by
adopting a different approach. I propose to link the art in question to more
general transformations that occurred in the social and cultural sphere in
the second half of the twentieth century; to look at the position of the visual
artist as a cultural producer among other kinds of cultural producers; and to
conduct a comparative study of conceptual art and other, applied forms of
visual production. I intend to show that arguments for such a
methodological shift towards the field of cultural studies can be derived
from conceptual art itself.
With regard to the visual/cerebral dichotomy, conceptual art poses
a challenge to art historians. In response to a questionnaire on visual
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culture published in a 1996 issue of October, art historian Thomas Crow
suggested that the academic study of visual culture (as a generalised
“history of images”) risks establishing an uncritical continuation of the
modernist ideology of visuality. Crow reads the work of conceptual artists as
a warning against such a turn towards the visual. It is worth quoting this
passage:
Preoccupation with the optical entails a failure to recognize that
painting in particular achieved its high degree of self-consciousness
in Western culture by virtue of antagonism toward its own visuality.
On this point Conceptual artists have been more acute
diagnosticians than were the modernist critics – and a visualculture approach will in turn yield little or no understanding of
Conceptualism. To surrender a history of art to a history of images
will indeed mean a deskilling of interpretation, an inevitable
misrecognition and misrepresentation of one realm of profound
human endeavor.14
My response to Crow would be that the visual and the conceptual are
relative values. Arguments for an absolute opposition between the two can
certainly not be derived from conceptual art. As Thomas McEvilley has
shown, it is impossible to experience the visual and conceptual dimensions
of art in isolation from each other.15 It is precisely conceptual art that
demonstrates as much, as I point out in chapters 3 and 4 below.
The third chapter of my thesis is constructed around an analysis of
the combined production of conceptual artists and graphic designers in the
1960s and ’70s. To some degree it would seem that I do in that chapter what
Crow warns his readers not to do: to pursue a “visual-culture approach” to
conceptual art. However, there is little reason to assume, as Crow does, that
such an approach necessarily amounts to a “preoccupation with the optical”.
The comparative study of autonomous and applied modes of visual
production at least allows us to analyse some of the interventive strategies

14
Thomas Crow, “Visual Culture Questionnaire”, October 77 (Summer 1996),
36. Crow offered an extended version of this argument in his essay “Unwritten
Histories of Conceptual Art: Against Visual Culture”, in: Crow, Modern Art in the
Common Culture (New Haven/London: Yale University Press, 1996), 212-242. See
also chapter 4 below.
15
Thomas McEvilley, Art & Discontent. Theory at the Millennium (New
York: Documentext/McPherson, 1991), 43-45.
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that artists have developed in the recent past in response to changes in the
surrounding culture, a culture that is perhaps itself preoccupied with the
visual or “optical”. Moreover, one could argue that the interpretive skills of
the art historian – which Crow claims are under threat – have been
problematic and at risk ever since the 1960s. My “cultural” approach to
conceptual art has the additional advantage that it creates conditions for
testing and developing interpretive methods and analytical concepts.
Instead of “surrender[ing] a history of art to a history of images”, an
approach like this can help recuperate the critical potential of the art
historical discipline.16
At this point I have to warn the reader that this is not a conventional
doctoral thesis. It is a compilation of rather divergent critical essays that
were not written with such a joint purpose in mind and that are not
confined to a strict methodological procedure. This unorthodox conception
of an academic dissertation reflects important changes that have occurred
in the art historical discipline since the 1960s. Art historians like Rosalind
Krauss and Hal Foster can be credited with creating, in and around journals
such as Artforum and October, the exemplary model of a writing practice
that integrates non-academic, theoretical and critical text formats. Having
been a student in the 1980s, I have absorbed this critical-essayistic mode
and, moreover, witnessed how it has developed into a tradition in its own
right with near-canonical status.17 This is one reason why I feel I can defend
a doctoral dissertation written in this mode.

In a similar spirit, W.J.T. Mitchell has argued that the “pictorial turn”,
understood as “a postlinguistic, postsemiotic rediscovery of the picture as a complex
interplay between visuality, apparatus, institutions, discourse, bodies, and
figurality”, answers the “need for a global critique of visual culture”, a need that is all
the more urgent as “traditional strategies of containment no longer seem adequate”.
Thomas Crow would be relieved to find that, for Mitchell, this pictorial turn does not
imply “a renewed metaphysics of pictorial presence”. “The Pictorial Turn”, in:
Mitchell, Picture Theory. Essays on Verbal and Visual Representation
(Chicago/London: The University of Chicago Press, 1994), 16.
17
This status was established or confirmed by a major publication written by
seminal members of the October editorial team: Hal Foster et al., eds., Art since
1900: Modernism, Antimodernism, Postmodernism (London: Thames and Hudson,
2004). This book is on its way to becoming the new bible of the historiography of
modern art.
16
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Another reason has to do with the subject of my research. Any
critical study of the legacy of conceptual art would be incomplete without
some reflection on the practice of writing about art. Changes in the
relationship between the production of art and the production of discourse
which happened in the context of conceptual art – and of which conceptual
artists were fully aware – continue to determine the practice of critics,
historians and theorists writing on art today, regardless of whether or not
they have any conceptual propensity. Texts on contemporary art may have
an explanatory, analytical, critical, legitimating or historicising function; in
all cases, artists and writers – or, more broadly, artists and mediators – will
find that their professional trajectories have become inextricably
entwined.18 The critical discourse on contemporary art triggers artistic
developments; conversely, artistic practices contribute to and stimulate the
production of new discourse. Writing on contemporary art, one needs to be
constantly aware of this interaction and to reflect on it.
Any contemporary writing practice informed by conceptualism, like
the one documented in the present thesis, necessarily moves between the
separate disciplines of art history, art theory and art criticism. In isolation,
the tools of these disciplines risk falling into obsolescence. Like sculptures
by Claes Oldenburg, history, theory and criticism have all become “soft”
versions of their glorious modernist selves. Theory is no longer purely
theoretical, due to its entanglement with artistic practice. Criticism has lost
the ability to identify artistic quality by applying firm and uncontested
criteria (or has realised that it never possessed that ability). And art history
faces the problem that it was never conceived to speak about contemporary
art.19 These weaknesses can be overcome, I suggest, by means of crosscompensation. In order to engage with recently produced art, art history
needs to be braced by theoretical and critical elements, just as art theory
and criticism need to be backed up by history. Criticism and history should
be theorised, history and theory criticised, theory and criticism historicised

The resulting confusion is effectively registered in: “Round Table: The
Present Conditions of Art Criticism”, October 100 (Spring 2002), 200-228.
19
For a recent philosophical attempt to differentiate between the disciplines
of art history, theory and criticism, see Noël Carroll, On Criticism (London/New
York: Routledge, 2009).
18
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– and all this in one hybrid discursive operation. The absence of stable
notions of artistic quality, historical importance and theoretical validity
creates a multi-dimensional space in which the work of art must be moved
around until all possible critical configurations have been exhausted.
It follows that the art historical treatment of conceptual and
contemporary art in this thesis is methodically fluid. No fixed rules or
recipes can be provided to support it.20 This art historical method is
pragmatic and sometimes eclectic. It is an anti-method, in the sense that it
can convince the reader only through its results. Its sources of inspiration
are deeply buried in certain critical, art historical and theoretical essays that
deal primarily with content rather than method. Several strands can be
identified in this fabric: a dialectical strand, as exemplified by the work of
Fredric Jameson and Hugues Boekraad; a sociological strand, as
exemplified by that of T.J. Clark; a revisionist strand, as exemplified by the
writings of Jeff Wall and Thierry de Duve; and a philosophical strand, as
exemplified by the work of Peter Osborne.21 Thus, the research presented in
this thesis can be described as a cross between a dialectical form of cultural
criticism, a social history of art, and a conceptually inspired art theory.
Of course this hybrid research method is open to criticism. There
are tensions between the various methodological strands that need to be
acknowledged, as they threaten to undermine the consistency of the
research. In sociology, for instance, the self-perception of a given
professional field – such as the contemporary art world22 – is by definition

20
I am tempted to refer to Roland Barthes’ sceptical position regarding
method in the humanities: “[when] everything has been put into the method,
nothing is left for writing; the researcher repeatedly asserts that his text will be
methodological but the text never comes.” “Writers, Intellectuals, Teachers” [orig.
1971], in: Barthes, Image, Music, Text: Essays (London: Fontana Press, 1977), 201.
21
References to specific works by these and other authors will appear at
appropriate places in the text.
22
To understand the nature of the art world, several theoretical models have
been developed over the years by sociologists such as Howard Becker and Pierre
Bourdieu and by philosophers like Arthur Danto. Becker’s notion of the art world
stresses the collaborative aspect of artistic production. “Art worlds consist of all the
people whose activities are necessary to the production of the characteristic works
which that world, and perhaps others as well, define as art. Members of art worlds
coordinate the activities by which work is produced by referring to a body of
conventional understandings embodied in common practice and in frequently used
artifacts.” Howard S. Becker. Art Worlds. 25th Anniversary Edition. Updated and
Expanded (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008), 34. Whereas Becker sees
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relevant, whereas in critical theory such perceptions may be “unmasked” as
one-sided or ideological mystifications.
I will deal with these pitfalls in the writing process itself. For now, it
is important to underscore the benefit of my hybrid methodology: it
“unblocks” the art historical discipline by transcending some of the
dichotomies that haunt it.

• 4. PERIODISATION AND DEMARCATIONS

To delimit conceptual art – or conceptualism23 – as an object of scholarly
research is known to be problematic. In its heyday the art was often shown
in a shared context with minimal and post-minimal art, arte povera and
land art; only later, in retrospect, have these movements been branded as

the art world as a collective facility or resource for producing works of art, Danto
emphasises the role of language and discourse in the constitution of (modern) art;
this made him describe the art world as “an atmosphere of interpretation”. For their
existence, works of art depend on a theory of art, framed in a language that is by
definition spoken by insiders. “There is no art without those who speak the language
of the artworld.” Arthur C. Danto, “Artworks and Real Things”, Theoria 39:1 (1973),
15. See also Danto, “The Artworld”, The Journal of Philosophy 61:19 (1964), 571584. In contrast to the voluntaristic models proposed by Becker and Danto,
Bourdieu’s theory of artistic “fields” is driven more by mechanisms of power, social
distinction and exclusion. Participants are subject to invisible forces, like elementary
particles crossing a magnetic field; their behaviour is the net result of these forces
and their own “inertia”. The artistic field is described as an arena in which two
principles of hierarchisation clash: the autonomous principle of authenticity and
aesthetic merit, and the heteronomous principle of commercial success and political
or class affiliation. This space and the resources it contains, such as recognition,
prestige, and financial reward, are by definition limited; artists compete with each
other for the largest share. Pierre Bourdieu, Les règles de l’art. Genèse et structure
du champ littéraire [1992], rev. ed. (Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 1998), 30-31, 355-357.
See also Howard S. Becker and Alain Pessin, “Epilogue to the 25th Anniversary
Edition: A Dialogue on the Ideas of ‘World’ and ‘Field’”, in: Becker, Art Worlds, 372
ff. A more recent sociological theory interprets the art world as a network, the
structure of which grows and develops on the principle of connectivity. Pascal
Gielen, Kunst in netwerken. Artistieke selecties in de hedendaagse dans en
beeldende kunst (Tielt: LannooCampus, 2003).
23
In my thesis I use these terms as synonyms. Cf. Michael Newman and Jon
Bird, “Introduction”, in: Newman and Bird, eds., Rewriting Conceptual Art
(London: Reaktion Books, 1999), 5-6: “The distinction between Conceptual art – the
movement – and ‘Conceptualism’ – a tendency or critical attitude towards the object
as materially constituted and visually privileged – is far from precise and frequently
breaks down in the work of artists who deliberately crossed genres and media
forms.”
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different or even antithetical.24 For my deliberately anachronistic approach,
however, disputes about historical correctness and artistic lineage are of
minor importance. The same goes for critical attempts at revising or
expanding the canon of conceptualism. Since my research focuses on the
legacy of conceptual art in terms of systemic changes, I feel entitled to take
the canon for granted. The legacy of any artistic movement is always to a
certain extent a canonical affair: a matter of ripples spreading from centre
to periphery, rather than the other way around. To put it rather more
bluntly: the canon is likely to dominate the legacy. Quibbles over
antecedence, affiliation and initiation – abundantly present in the literature
on conceptual art25 – only distract attention from the long-term effect.
Which artists are part of the canon of conceptual art? Given the
“fuzziness of the notion [that was] constitutive for Conceptual art”,26 the
best way to answer this question is by being pragmatic and looking at the
artists included in the major survey exhibitions devoted to conceptualism.
Taking this type of museum exhibition, rather than more dispersed and
academic art historical sources, as the central site of canon formation has
the advantage that the outcome will be relatively unequivocal: a particular
artist is either included or not.27

Alison M. Green, “When Attitudes Become Form and the Contest over
Conceptual Art’s History”, in: Corris, ed., Conceptual Art. Theory, Myth, and
Practice, 127. For arguments against the notion of conceptual art as a “style” or
“movement”, see Stephen Melville, “Aspects”, in: cat. Reconsidering the Object of
Art: 1965-1975, ed. Ann Goldstein and Anne Rorimer (Los Angeles: Museum of
Contemporary Art, 1996), 229-245.
25
E.g., Joseph Kosuth, “Joseph Kosuth responds to Benjamin Buchloh”, in:
cat. l’Art conceptuel, une perspective, 60. For an overview of the polemics and
arguments surrounding the Art & Language collective, see Michael Corris, “Inside a
New York Art Gang: Selected Documents of Art & Language”, in: Alexander Alberro
and Blake Stimson, eds., Conceptual Art: A Critical Anthology (Cambridge, Mass.:
MIT Press, 1999), 470-485.
26
Isabelle Graw, “Conceptual Expression: On Conceptual Gestures in
Allegedly Expressive Painting, Traces of Expression in Proto-Conceptual Works, and
the Significance of Artistic Procedures”, in: Alexander Alberro and Sabeth
Buchmann, eds., Art after Conceptual Art, Generali Foundation collection series
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2006), 119.
27
Bruce Robertson has argued that “canonization … occurs when an art
object enters a public museum collection – or soon after”. Robertson, “The Tipping
Point. Museum Collecting and the Canon”, American Art 17:3 (Fall 2003), 2. In the
post-war context, this argument could be extended to include not only museum
collections but also major museum exhibitions. On the role of the museum in the
process of art historical canon formation, see Elizabeth Mansfield, ed., Art History
24
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General survey exhibitions on conceptual art took place in 1969
(Leverkusen), 1989 (Paris) and 1995 (Los Angeles).28 There are differences
between these exhibitions, arising partly from variations in scale
(Leverkusen showed 44 artists, Paris 38, Los Angeles 55) and geography
(American versus European perspectives). But exactly these differences
make it possible to say that the artists included in all three exhibitions must
comprise the canon of conceptual art: John Baldessari, Robert Barry, Mel
Bochner, Marcel Broodthaers, Stanley Brouwn, Daniel Buren, Victor
Burgin, Hanne Darboven, Jan Dibbets, Dan Graham, Douglas Huebler, On
Kawara, Joseph Kosuth, Sol LeWitt, Bruce Nauman, Adrian Piper, Edward
Ruscha, Robert Smithson and Lawrence Weiner. If the criterion is inclusion
in at least two out of the three exhibitions, the canon also includes Giovanni
Anselmo, Art & Language, Michael Asher, Bernd/Hilla Becher, Alighiero
Boetti, André Cadere, Hans Haacke, Stephen J. Kaltenbach, David Lamelas,
Emilio Prini, Bernar Venet and Ian Wilson (see fig. A, page 68-69 below).
Almost all the artists discussed in my thesis, or at least those active in the
1960s, are part of this canon.
L’Art conceptuel, une perspective (Musée d’Art Moderne de la Ville
de Paris, 1989) was the first comprehensive retrospective exhibition of
conceptual art.29 It marked the onset of a wave of curatorial interest in the
movement, in conjunction with an even larger stream of critical and
academic publications that has continued to the present day. Separated
from the original moment of conceptualism by several decades, a
substantial number of exhibition catalogues, monographs, anthologies and
art historical studies have been produced, adding up to a more or less
detached evaluation of conceptual aims, works and procedures. This is what
I would call the “second reception” of conceptual art, starting in 1989.
Since the late 1990s, there has been an emerging tendency in the
literature on conceptual art to put the canon into perspective by the
and Its Institutions. Foundations of a Discipline (London/New York: Routledge,
2002).
28
Konzeption – Conception, Städtisches Museum Leverkusen, 1969. L’Art
conceptuel, une perspective, Musée d’Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris, 1989-1990.
Reconsidering the Object of Art: 1965-1975, Museum of Contemporary Art, Los
Angeles, 1995-1996.
29
The earlier exhibition in Leverkusen was constitutive rather than
retrospective, given its historical moment.
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inclusion of lesser known, marginalised or undervalued artists (women
artists, artists from Latin America, etcetera).30 This tendency concurs with
an increased emphasis on the pluriformity of conceptual practices and
consequently with a reduced interest in identifying overall characteristics of
conceptual art or in theorising its general foundations. The inclusive
approach was demonstrated most emphatically by the exhibition Global
Conceptualism: Points of Origin 1950s-1980s (Queens Museum, New York,
Walker Art Center, Minneapolis, and Miami Art Museum, 1999-2000), an
event that featured more than 135 artists from 30 different countries. The
exhibition catalogue contains eleven essays devoted to conceptual art and
conceptualist tendencies in regions and continents such as Japan, Latin
America, South and Southeast Asia, Eastern Europe, the Soviet Union,
China, Africa, Australia and New Zealand. Whatever the merits of such a
curatorial undertaking, one thing seems clear: if contemporary art is
fundamentally determined by conceptual art, and if in the last twenty years
contemporary art has become a truly global phenomenon, it makes sense
that sooner or later this sort of global equivalent of conceptual art would be
constructed. Seen from this perspective, Global Conceptualism: Points of
Origin 1950s-1980s was a relatively predictable project.
To conclude this section, I will look briefly at the issue of chronology and
periodisation. The literature on conceptual art cites a range of different time
frames to demarcate the movement. Some are clearly more inclusive than
others. To give a few examples: Benjamin Buchloh is early with 1962-69,
starting his account with several “proto-Conceptual” works by Sol Lewitt,
Robert Morris and Edward Ruscha dating from 1962;31 retrospective
exhibition catalogues mostly opt for the convenient time frame 1965-75,
with the occasional generous exception;32 and the editor of a critical
30
See for instance Alexander Alberro and Blake Stimson, eds., Conceptual
Art: A Critical Anthology (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1999); Michael Newman
and Jon Bird, eds., Rewriting Conceptual Art (London: Reaktion, 1999); Alberro &
Buchmann, eds., Art after Conceptual Art, Generali Foundation collection series
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2006).
31
Benjamin H.D. Buchloh , “Conceptual Art 1962-1969: From the Aesthetic of
Administration to the Critique of Institutions”, October 55 (Winter 1990), 111-122.
32
Reconsidering the Object of Art: 1965-1975, ed. Ann Goldstein and Anne
Rorimer (Los Angeles: Museum of Contemporary Art, 1996); and Conceptual Art in
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anthology shifts the focus to the years 1966-77.33 Many writers seem to
agree, however, that the historical climax of the conceptual movement was
reached in the 1968-70 period.34 If some, like Buchloh, take the climax to
coincide with the finale of the movement, they choose to ignore its artistic
and institutional “tail” in the first half of the 1970s, a period in which
conceptual art obtained major public visibility via important exhibitions
such as Sonsbeek buiten de perken (1971) and Documenta 5 (1972). For this
reason I have chosen to confine myself in this thesis to the conventional
time frame of 1965-75, in the awareness of the relativity of any art historical
periodisation.
Another issue of chronology concerns the historical starting point of
contemporary art. In his recent study What Is Contemporary Art? Terry
Smith has shown that definitions of contemporary art (as proposed by art
historians, critics, and curators) have constantly changed over time, ranging
from a stress on its position outside time or “beyond history” in the 1980s
and ’90s to a more globalised, socially embedded and documentary concept
of art ushered in by Documenta 11 (2002).35 In this thesis, I look at
contemporary art as a “post-conceptual” phenomenon – a system that has
absorbed production values developed in the name of conceptual art. As I
have argued, this implies that the starting point of contemporary art lies
around 1970, at the culminating moment of conceptualism. Is this
chronology supported by evidence? Some indication is provided by the
collection displays of major institutions such as the Museum of Modern Art
in New York, which reserves its “Contemporary Galleries” for works of art

the Netherlands and Belgium 1965-1975, ed. Suzanna Héman et al.
(Amsterdam/Rotterdam: Stedelijk Museum and NAi Publishers, 2002). The
exception is In & Out of Amsterdam. Travels in Conceptual Art, 1960-1976, ed.
Christophe Cherix (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2009).
33
Alexander Alberro, “Reconsidering Conceptual Art, 1966-1977”, in: Alberro
and Stimson, eds., Conceptual Art: A Critical Anthology, xvi-xxxvii.
34
“ … the historical nucleus comprised of Art & Language, Barry, Huebler, On
Kawara, Kosuth, Weiner, and others, whose works have left their imprint dating
from the mid-sixties to the early seventies, reaching a peak around 1968.” Suzanne
Pagé, “Preface”, in: cat. l’Art conceptuel, une perspective, 11.
35
Terry Smith, What Is Contemporary Art? (Chicago/London: University of
Chicago Press, 2009), 244-249. Smith’s own definitions are remarkably tautological:
contemporary art is “art in the conditions of contemporaneity”; it is “the
institutionalized network through which the art of today presents itself to itself and
to its interested audiences all over the world” (ibid., 5, 241).
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produced after 1970.36 This suggests that, in the museum context, 1970 is
identified as the year marking the watershed between the era of the great
movements of modern art – which can be presented to a museum audience
as single, relatively coherent episodes – and the pluriform artistic
production of today.37
However, this approach is only one of several possibilities.38
Outside the museum context, other definitions and periodisations might
apply. As the institutional context changes, the watershed between modern
and contemporary shifts back and forth in time. The responses to a recent
questionnaire on “The Contemporary”, published in the journal October,
provide an interesting range of ideas about the birthdate of contemporary
art.39 Several respondents suggest that, in the organisational matrix of
university art history departments, the most recent period – identified as
“contemporary art history” – starts in 1945 or 1960.40 Others, mostly
employed as museum curators, refer to 1970 as the starting point, thus
confirming the model of the MoMA collection display.41 Then again, some
politically aware art historians mention the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989,
symbolising the end of the Cold War era, as a fundamental turning point in
post-war history and as the beginning of the contemporary period.42 This
view, apparently supported by many art world professionals, is reflected in
the typical curatorial strategies and themes of the Biennials and other large-

36
Terry Smith’s book contains a critical analysis of MoMA’s display of
contemporary art since its reopening in 2004 (ibid., 13-37).
37
Smith quotes a wall text from the 2007 MoMA collection display entitled
“Multiplex: directions in art 1970 to now”, which reads: “An earlier view of modern
art, with a mainstream flowing from one ‘ism’ to another, had given way [around
1970] to a broader consideration of disparate practices. This framework for
understanding is still in place today.” (Ibid., 34.)
38
Another canonical museum, the Musée National d’Art Moderne in Paris,
employs a similar distinction between its collections of modern art (level 5) and
contemporary art (level 4); here, however, 1960 is the turning point.
39
“A Questionnaire on ‘The Contemporary’: 32 Responses”, October 130 (Fall
2009), 3-124.
40
Responses to October questionnaire by Miwon Kwon and Richard Meyer
(ibid., 13, 18).
41
Responses by Tony Godfrey, T.J. Demos, and Helen Molesworth (ibid., 30,
79, 113).
42
Response by Alexander Alberro (ibid., 55). The year 1989 is also taken as
the starting point by Julian Stallabrass in his Art Incorporated. The Story of
Contemporary Art (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
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scale international exhibitions that have increasingly dominated the stage of
contemporary art in both the Western and non-Western world since 1989.43
Outside of this mosaic of academic notions and professional views,
a more common and everyday conception of contemporary art is cherished,
in which the term means simply “the art of today”. This a-historical and
uncritical use of the term materialises in glossy commercial publications
with titles such as Art Now.
Two preliminary conclusions may be drawn. 1. Any serious proposal
for a periodisation of contemporary art needs to be worked out in tandem
with a critical definition. Without such a definition of contemporary art, the
choice of any particular birthdate remains arbitrary. In this thesis, I propose
“post-conceptuality” as a fundamental notion. 2. In developing a combined
historical, critical and theoretical framework for contemporary art,
institutional and contextual aspects are as important as artistic and
aesthetic notions. In my thesis, I specifically connect the practice of
contemporary art with aspects of curating (chapter 1), art education
(chapter 2), information theory (chapter 3), criticism (chapter 4) and
collecting (chapter 5). Although these institutional and contextual aspects
can be clearly differentiated from each other, they come together in what is
often described as “the art world”. In my conclusion I reflect in more
general terms on my own position vis-à-vis this “world”.

• 5. HISTORIOGRAPHIES

In this section I discuss some relevant tendencies in the historiography of
conceptual art since 1989 – the year I have proposed as the starting date of
its “second reception”. I focus on three important notions that have found
ample support in the art historical literature: first, the non- or anti-visual
nature of conceptual art; second, the idea of conceptual art as a (failed)
revolutionary movement; and third, the “bureaucratic” aspect of conceptual
art. Building further on this, the second half of the section aims to identify
Cf. Barbara Vanderlinden and Elena Filipovic, eds., The Manifesta Decade:
Contemporary Art Exhibitions and Biennials in Post-Wall Europe (Cambridge,
Mass.: MIT Press, 2005).
43
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the main paradoxes of conceptual art via an analysis of texts written by
three prominent art historians.
The first tendency in the literature to be mentioned here is a strong
agreement about the non- or anti-visual nature44 of conceptualism.
Conceptual artists are said to have overturned or “suppressed” the priority
of the visual dimension in art. Thomas Crow, writing in 1996, summarises
the argument as follows:
The “withdrawal of visuality” or “suppression of the beholder”,
which were the operative strategies of Conceptualism, decisively set
aside the assumed primacy of visual illusion as central to the
making and understanding of works of art.45
Conceptual artists, Crow contends, shared “a mistrust of optical experience
as providing an adequate basis for art” and believed that the reliance of a
work of art on “purely visual sensation” was inversely proportional to its
“cognitive value”.46 This has become a major theme in the second reception
of conceptual art; many authors put forward their own specific variation. I
will name only a few. For Liz Kotz, author of a study on the use of language
in the art of the 1960s, the move away from the visual was part of a general
“linguistic turn” discernible in the art of that decade.47 Michael Newman, in
an essay published in 1996, stated that conceptual art “involved a break
with the aesthetic primacy of visuality”, which had already been “brought to
a crisis by alienated, mechanical forms purged of meaning employed by
Minimalism”.48 According to Benjamin Buchloh, writing in his previously
mentioned essay of 1989/1990, conceptual art did not merely renounce
visual qualities, it actually “instated the prohibition of any and all visuality
44
Does a non-visual tendency in art always denote an anti-visual artistic
attitude? Not necessarily, but the authors referred to below do not care to make this
distinction. It is lost in their representation of conceptual art as a critical movement.
45
Crow, “Unwritten Histories of Conceptual Art”, 213. The terms “withdrawal
of visuality” and “suppression of the beholder”, used by Crow in this passage, were
coined by Benjamin Buchloh and Charles Harrison respectively (see below).
46
Ibid., 214-215.
47
Liz Kotz, Words to Be Looked At. Language in 1960s Art (Cambridge,
Mass.: MIT Press, 2007).
48
Michael Newman, “Conceptual Art from the 1960s to the 1990s: An
Unfinished Project?”, in: Kunst & Museumjournaal 7:1/2/3 (1996), 97.
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as the inescapable aesthetic rule for the end of the twentieth century.”49 For
Buchloh this “withdrawal of visuality” represented nothing less than a
determined step towards a fully-fledged institutional critique.
What begins to be put in play here, then, is a critique that operates
at the level of the aesthetic “institution”. It is a recognition that
materials and procedures, surfaces and textures, locations and
placement … are always already inscribed within the conventions of
language and thereby within institutional power and ideological
and economic investment.50
In several essays on conceptual art published between 1989 and 1991,
Charles Harrison traced the lack of visuality in conceptual art to what he
called “the suppression of the beholder”. In the catalogue for l’Art
conceptuel, une perspective, he stated that “the intended suppression of the
disinterested spectator” was a political move against the authoritative
culture of modernism and its class-based idealised construction of an
audience for art – “the ideally competent spectator/gentleman”.51 In
another essay, published a year later, Harrison developed this argument
further, suggesting a political activation of the artist’s “constituency” (that
no longer consisted of “viewers” or “beholders”):
The suppression of the beholder was not simply a matter of making
things that were radically unartistic or radically political – and in
that sense unamenable to being beheld. Nor did it simply mean
envisaging a different constituency. It meant establishing the
grounds for a different kind of transaction.52
According to Harrison, conceptual art confronted its (real or imagined)
audience with a radical image of itself-as-audience: “the image of people of

Benjamin H.D. Buchloh , “Conceptual Art 1962-1969”, 119.
Ibid., 136.
51
Charles Harrison, “Art Object and Artwork”, in: cat. l’Art conceptuel, une
perspective, 63-64.
52
Harrison, “Conceptual Art and Critical Judgment”, in: cat. Art conceptuel
formes conceptuelles (Paris: Galerie 1900-2000 and Galerie de Poche, 1990); repr.
in: Alberro and Stimson, eds., Conceptual Art: A Critical Anthology, 538-545. A
revised and extended version appeared as “Conceptual Art and Its Criticism” in:
Harrison, Conceptual Art and Painting. Further Essays on Art & Language
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2001), 35-48, from which the present quote is taken
(48).
49
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whom something is demanded by the material presented to view: people
challenged to act on that material and its place in a history that might or
might not be their own, to take thought on the conditions of thought – or to
keep quiet.”53 The further implications of this activation of the audience
remain unclear, as Harrison ends his essay here.54
The second important tendency in the literature is closely related to the
first: the representation of conceptual art as a revolutionary movement – a
revolution that failed. Conceptual art is often seen as a radical attempt to
overthrow the “establishment” of the art world and to fundamentally change
its institutional structure: the system of galleries, museums, auction houses,
private collectors, and critics, and the mundane economic power relations
embedded in that system. The “dematerialised” practices of conceptual art
are regarded as part of a strategy to prevent artistic work from being bought
and sold and artists from falling into the traps of commodification and
speculation. This anti-institutional objective is said to extend beyond the
limits of the art world and to connect to the wider social and political
movements of the late 1960s. As Lucy Lippard pointed out in 1973: “The era
of Conceptual art … was also the era of the Civil Rights Movement, Vietnam,
the Women’s Liberation Movement, and the counter-culture”.55 This
political context was confirmed by artist Joseph Kosuth, who identified
conceptual art in 1975 as “the art of the Vietnam war era.”56 Artists linked to
the conceptual movement challenged the authority and power of

Ibid.
See also his essay “Conceptual Art and the Suppression of the Beholder”,
in: Harrison, Essays on Art & Language [1991], new. ed. (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT
Press, 2001), 29-62, in which he reads the radical art movements of the 1960s as an
implicit critique of the assumption that “works of art are things made primarily to be
looked at” (33).
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Lucy Lippard, “Escape Attempts”, in: Lippard, ed., Six Years. The
Dematerialization of the Art Object from 1966 to 1972 [1973], (Berkeley/Los
Angeles/London: University of California Press, 1997), vii. And from the same text:
“Anti-establishment fervor in the 1960s focused on the de-mythologization and decommodification of art, on the need for an independent (or ‘alternative’) art that
could not be bought and sold by the greedy sector that owned everything that was
exploiting the world and promoting the Vietnam war” (xiv).
56
Kosuth, “1975”, The Fox 1:2 (1975); repr. in: Alberro and Stimson, eds.,
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conventional forms, roles and patterns that were deemed patriarchal,
imperialist and undemocratic.57
This radical agenda implied, among other things, that conceptual
artists would attempt to reach their audience (or “receivers”, in Lawrence
Weiner’s term58) directly, without the interference of mediators and critics.
Criticism – one of the powerful institutions in the art world – would become
redundant. It appears that this tendency was taken very seriously in the
years around 1970, by artists and critics alike. Barbara Rose wrote in
Artforum in 1969:
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.59
Lucy Lippard, John Chandler and Joseph Kosuth predicted the same
“revolution” in 1968 and 1970.60 As conceptual art, according to Blake
Stimson, represents the historical moment where art aspires to a fully
“intellectual” status, it is a significant given that artists not only took over
the role of the critic in interpreting, criticising and defending their own and
each other’s work, but also claimed an active part in the project of writing
both the theory and history of conceptual art, as it was taking shape.61 Part
of the revolutionary aspiration of the movement was thus an attempt to
“demolish the distinctions between art practice, theory and criticism”.62
As Stimson has shown, however, only a few years after the notion of
conceptual art as a revolutionary movement surfaced in the discourse, the

Stimson, “The Promise of Conceptual art”, ibid., xxxviii-xlii.
Weiner, “October 12, 1969”, in: Ursula Meyer, ed., Conceptual Art (New
York: Dutton, 1972), 218.
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Lucy Lippard and John Chandler, “The Dematerialization of Art”, Art
International 12:2 (February 1968); repr. in: Alberro and Stimson, eds., Conceptual
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idea of its failure also manifested itself.63 By the early 1970s disappointment
was already being voiced – interestingly enough, not by sceptical
opponents, but by supporters such as Seth Siegelaub and Lucy Lippard –
regarding the material effect conceptual practices had had in transforming
the institutional structure of the art world. A breakthrough from the
confines of the specialised art world to a wider audience had never taken
place, lamented Lippard in her “Postface” of the anthology Six Years. She
deplored the commercial breakthrough that had happened instead:
conceptual artists were exhibiting in prestigious galleries and museums.
Their work, no matter how ephemeral, was being sold and traded just like
any specimen of object-based art from the past. The hoped-for democratic
reform of the art world had not happened.
Clearly, whatever minor revolutions in communication have been
achieved by the process of dematerializing the object (easily mailed
work, catalogues and magazine pieces, primarily art that can be
shown inexpensively and unobtrusively in infinite locations at one
time), art and artist in a capitalist society remain luxuries.64
In order to reach their audience, Lippard wrote, artists still depended on the
same corrupted circle of mediators as before: “… 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 … ”.65 In the same year (1973), Seth Siegelaub, an art dealer
who had contributed a great deal to the development of alternative
distribution strategies for conceptual artistic practices, expressed his
disappointment that the artists involved had in the end surrendered to –
and agreed to profit from – the conventional economic mechanisms.66
An interesting parallel can be drawn between the critical reception
of conceptual art (in the late 1960s and early 1970s) and its subsequent art
historical reception. In both contexts, writers sympathetic to the cause of
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the movement were responsible for the most critical assessments of its
legacy. (The explanation of this phenomenon is probably that they had
taken its ambitions more seriously than anybody else.) They tend to
describe the attempted institutional revolution as a downright failure – a
short-lived liberation from the shackles of Spectacle, followed by an
inevitable restoration. This is, for instance, the disillusioned conclusion of
Benjamin Buchloh’s influential essay “Conceptual Art 1962-1969” (which I
discuss in detail below):
[Conceptual art] fail[ed] to recognize that … its transformation of
audiences and distribution, its abolition of object status and
commodity form – would most of all only be shortlived, almost
immediately giving way to the return of the ghostlike reapparitions
of (prematurely?) displaced painterly and sculptural paradigms of
the past. So that the specular regime, which Conceptual Art claimed
to have upset, would soon be reinstated with renewed vigor. Which
is of course what happened.67
A similar argument can be found in the writings of Charles Harrison, the
British art historian who, as a member of artists’ collective Art & Language,
could be seen to embody the successful collapse of the distinctions between
art practice, theory and criticism, but who nevertheless looked back on
conceptual art as “a failed cultural revolution” overshadowed by “the
counter-revolutionary culture which was the culture of the 1980s.”68 Hal
Foster uttered equally bitter remarks concerning the radical promise of
conceptual art during a round-table discussion in 2002. Foster, one of the
editors of October, usually objects to the disillusionment of his colleague
Buchloh, but on this occasion failed to do so.
In Conceptual art, the move to make art as transparent as possible
had this pathos: art became ever more opaque, at least to viewers
beyond an immediate milieu, beyond a coterie. … The celebrated
birth of the reader or of the viewer never really happened.69
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His remarks echo Lucy Lippard’s lament in the concluding pages of Six
Years, published almost thirty years before, about the “ghetto mentality
predominant in the narrow and incestuous art world itself”.70
The problem with the idea of conceptual art as a revolutionary and antiinstitutional movement is that it leaves little room for understanding the
bureaucratic aspect of many of the works in question. This is the third
notion to be discussed here.
The main activities of conceptual artists seemed to be the
registering, documenting, filing, listing, archiving, and indexing of
information. As early as 1966, Sol LeWitt made it clear that this
bureaucratic aspect was not an accidental side effect, but something
intended and even programmatic. He compared the artist to a clerk:
The aim of the artist would be to give viewers information. … He
would follow his predetermined premise to its conclusion avoiding
subjectivity. Chance, taste or unconsciously remembered forms
would play no part in the outcome. The serial artist does not
attempt to produce a beautiful or mysterious object but functions
merely as a clerk cataloguing the results of his premise.71
This bureaucratic aspect has been more or less acknowledged in the art
historical reception of conceptualism, but it is one that appears to be
incompatible with the anti-institutional reading of the art. Authors
promoting that radical view – including Benjamin Buchloh (see below) –
clearly have trouble coming to terms with the bureaucratic aspect. It is not
difficult to see why. It represents the extent to which conceptual art was not
critical, but affirmative and perhaps even conformist. It is the mimetic side
of the work – the side based on an imitation of the processes and
instruments of management, administration and control.
When considered aesthetically – as a repetitive, non-expressive
compilation or treatment of mostly worthless materials – the mimesis of
management and administration could still be seen as mildly subversive or
unorthodox and thus, in a limited sense, as critical, but in the wider social
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and institutional context this critical implication quickly vanishes. The
imitation of the omnipresent bureaucratic regime, known from its many
corporate, governmental and institutional manifestations, threatens to
establish a connection between conceptual artists and the innermost circles
of managerial power and control.72
In retrospect, some of the artists involved have drawn remarkably
radical conclusions that most art historians would shy away from. Art &
Language members Michael Baldwin and Mel Ramsden, for example, stated
in 1988 that the administrative or bureaucratic aesthetic of conceptual art
had paved the way for the entrepreneurial, managerial profile of the
contemporary artist. Baldwin wrote: “… what we were creating was an
iconography of administration. The artist turned businessman and worse is
one of the legacies of Conceptual art.”73 Ramsden concurred with this:
“Conceptual art was the first upwardly mobile art. It moved artists into the
same role, into the same space, as that of managers and curators.”74 In 1981
Ian Burn, a self-proclaimed “ex-Conceptual artist” and as such even more
critical than Baldwin and Ramsden, pointed out that the procedures of
conceptual art were actually based on a capitalist division of labour.
What was witnessed with Conceptual Art was an absolute
separation of mental or intellectual from manual work, with a
revaluing of the intellectual and a devaluing of the manual. It is
hard to avoid the analogy with the role of management in industry,
but would we say that the mental work of management was a
“dematerialization” of the manual work? Of course not: the mental
work represents the withdrawal of mental decision-making out of
72
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manual production, in order that management might more readily
control production and workers. If the analogy is applied back to
Conceptual Art, one is left with endless questions about why art
should mimic that structure, why at this particular time, and so
on.75
In chapters 3 and 4 below I develop a “post-conceptual” reading of
contemporary art which integrates reflections such as those by Baldwin,
Ramsden and Burn about the artist-as-manager. The background for this
reading is the entrepreneurial status contemporary artists have acquired
since the 1990s, which calls for a renewed look at the legacy of conceptual
art.
In the remainder of this section I attempt a closer identification of the
major paradoxes in the art historical reception of conceptual art by focusing
on the work of three authors: Benjamin Buchloh, Alexander Alberro and
Charles Harrison. In the case of Buchloh and Alberro, the paradox lies in
the aesthetic of bureaucracy and administration. In that of Harrison,
attention shifts to the joint paradoxes of artistic quality, aesthetic value and
critical judgment. The point of my critical reading is not to underline the
flaws in these texts or to prove their futility, but rather to identify the
fundamental problems that any serious art historical treatment of
conceptual art sooner or later has to deal with. It is only by recognising the
relation between the ambiguous nature of the conceptual project and their
own disciplinary practice that art historians may be able to resolve those
ambiguities rather than reproduce them.
No account of the bureaucratic dimension of conceptual art can be
considered complete without a reference to Benjamin Buchloh’s essay
“Conceptual Art 1962-1969” (published in its final version in October in
1990). In this influential text,76 Buchloh sketches the post-war rise of a new
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middle class of managers and office workers, whose social identity is “one of
merely administering labor and production (rather than producing) and of
the distribution of commodities.”77 By the 1960s, developments in the late
capitalist economy had transformed the managerial elite into a central and
powerful social class.78 Buchloh points out a structural analogy between the
“aesthetic of administration” as featured in conceptual art and the social
identity of the new middle class that formed the audience for the post-war
culture industry. Like corporate managers and administrators, conceptual
artists tended to do paper work rather than perform physical labour. Thus
they took Duchamp’s readymade one step further away from traditional
studio practice:
Just as the readymade had negated not only figurative
representation, authenticity, and authorship while introducing
repetition and the series (i.e., the law of industrial production) to
replace the studio aesthetic of the handcrafted original, Conceptual
Art came to displace even that image of the mass-produced object
and its aestheticized forms in Pop Art, replacing an aesthetic of
industrial production and consumption with an aesthetic of
administrative and legal organization and institutional validation.79
How had this analogy between artists and administrators come about? Was
the bureaucratic order of conceptual art part of a lucid critical strategy? Did
conceptual artists consciously mimic the logic of administration and
bureaucracy, or was their production only a symptom of shared socioeconomic conditions? Buchloh repeatedly addresses these important issues.
What still remains open for discussion, of course, is the extent to
which Conceptual Art of a certain type shared these conditions, or
even enacted and implemented them in the sphere of the aesthetic
– accounting, perhaps, for its subsequent proximity and success
within a world of advertisement strategists – or, alternatively, the
extent to which it merely inscribed itself into the inescapable logic
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of a totally administered world, as Adorno’s notorious term
identified it.80
Ten pages on, after quoting Sol LeWitt’s description of the artist as an office
clerk, Buchloh rephrases the issue in slightly more straightforward terms:
“Inevitably the question arises how such restrictive definitions of the artist
as a cataloguing clerk can be reconciled with the subversive and radical
implications of Conceptual Art.”81 Does he come up with a fully resolved and
satisfying answer to this question? Buchloh writes that conceptual works of
art “coincide … in their rigorous redefinition of relationships between
audience, object, and author.”82 Yet he states on the next page that “… from
its inception Conceptual Art was distinguished by its acute sense of
discursive and institutional limitations, its self-imposed restrictions, its lack
of totalising vision, its critical devotion to the factual conditions of artistic
production and reception without aspiring to overcome the mere facticity of
these conditions.”83 How to reconcile these two characteristics of conceptual
art – on the one hand, its revolutionary tendency to “redefine
relationships”, on the other its radical acceptance of “factual conditions”?
To squarely identify conceptual art as the starting point of institutional
critique is to ignore the quasi-conformist or mimetic side of the work. What
kind of explanatory model could integrate these two aspects?
It seems that Buchloh’s moral objections to “the society of the
spectacle” and the culture industry are such that they prevent him from
answering his own questions. In the final analysis he accepts that a
fundamental contradiction of conceptual art remains unresolved – the fact
“that the critical annihilation of cultural conventions itself immediately
acquires the conditions of the spectacle, that the insistence on artistic
anonymity and the demolition of authorship produces instant brand names
and identifiable products, and that the campaign to critique conventions of
visuality with textual interventions, billboard signs, anonymous handouts,
and pamphlets inevitably ends by following the preestablished mechanisms
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of advertising and marketing campaigns.”84 A more eloquent phrasing of
the major paradox of conceptual art can scarcely be imagined.
Remarkably, a critical operation that Buchloh in principle supports
– signalled by “the withdrawal of visuality” – leads to an outcome that he
fundamentally despises. The ambiguities of the essay’s conclusion therefore
do not come as a surprise. In the final analysis, he writes, conceptual art
was a decisive step in the self-inflicted and irreversible demolition of the
autonomous artistic domain. It
subject[ed] the last residues of artistic aspiration toward
transcendence (by means of traditional studio skills and privileged
modes of experience) to the rigorous and relentless order of the
vernacular of administration. … it mimed the operating logic of late
capitalism and its positivist instrumentality in an effort to place its
auto-critical investigations at the service of liquidating even the last
remnants of traditional aesthetic experience.85
In their critical revision of the parameters of artistic production, conceptual
artists naively assisted the late capitalist regime in bringing the privileged
realm of the artist under its rule. Although Buchloh may always have had
mixed feelings about those privileges, due to their alleged roots in
mystifications, he clearly regards this as a dubious achievement, as it is
inextricably tied to a profound and irreversible loss: a loss not
caused by artistic practice, of course, but one to which that practice
responded in the full optimism of its aspirations, failing to
recognize that the purging of image and skill, of memory and vision,
within visual aesthetic representation was not just another heroic
step in the inevitable progress of Enlightenment to liberate the
world from mythical forms of perception and hierarchical modes of
specialized experience, but that it was also yet another, perhaps the
last of the erosions (and perhaps the most effective and devastating
one) to which the traditionally separate sphere of artistic
production had been subjected in its perpetual efforts to emulate
the regnant episteme within the paradigmatic frame proper to art
itself.86
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“Or worse yet…”, he adds, and concludes his essay with the passage quoted
above about the return of “painterly and sculptural paradigms of the past”
and the reinstatement of the “specular regime” in the later 1970s and 1980s.
To summarise: in the course of this essay Buchloh criticises
conceptual artists first for being tautological and positivistic; then for
conforming to the commercial logic of advertising and marketing; also for
altogether erasing the domain of high art; and finally for having had no
long-term effect at all. Apart from the moral indignation of the author, it is
difficult to see how these reproaches add up to a coherent assessment of the
art in question. Nevertheless, Buchloh’s essay remains a remarkable
attempt to analyze the paradoxical achievements of conceptual art in the
light of the socio-economic conditions of the post-war era. The questions it
poses and the dilemmas it lays bare have never lost their urgency.
In Conceptual Art and the Politics of Publicity (2003) Alexander Alberro
extends some of Benjamin Buchloh’s ideas, but without the latter’s
unproductive moralism. From the first pages of his book, Alberro is clear
that the advent of conceptual art is linked to fundamental changes in
capitalist society. He relates it to
the new kind of society … described as postindustrial, information,
and consumer society, [and] marked, among other things, by novel
modes of communication and distribution of information, new
types of consumption, an ever-more-rapid rhythm of fashion and
style changes, and the proliferation of advertising and the media to
an unprecedented degree. Providing services and manipulating
information became the heart of this new economic paradigm … .87
In this post-industrial context, artists whom we now identify as conceptual
most radically embraced a businesslike model of artistic practice,
strategically centred on notions of publicity, marketing and
entrepreneurship. “Indeed, conceptualism’s unusual formal features and
mode of circulation in many ways utilise and enact the deeper logic of
informatisation.”88 By disconnecting concept from execution, or
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information from visualisation, “these artists replicated not only
capitalism’s division of mental and physical labor, but also its privileging of
the planning and design stage of production over the procedure of
construction.”89 Thus, he places conceptual art right at the heart of postindustrial society. It should be noted, though, that he does not address the
bureaucratic aspect of the art as such.
The main protagonist in Alberro’s book – which focuses exclusively
on New York and the American east coast – is Seth Siegelaub, the art dealer
who played a prominent role in promoting and distributing the work and
ideas of artists Robert Barry, Lawrence Weiner, Douglas Huebler and
Joseph Kosuth. Alberro wants to show that, in the socio-economic
conditions of the late 1960s, dealers rather than critics had become the most
important mediators for visual artists.90 Siegelaub replaced the exhibition
space of the art gallery with various printed media such as newspapers,
magazines, journals, catalogues, and invitation cards, using the virtual
space of publicity and advertising as an ephemeral and “dematerialised”
exhibition medium. For artists whose work primarily consisted of the
proposed, imagined, or realised transfer of information, this was, according
to Alberro, a perfect distribution strategy: “ … the absolute negation of
preciousness that characterized these works, together with their
dissemination in mass communication networks, eliminated uniqueness
and rendered artworks more readily accessible than ever before.”91
Alberro tries to erase all possible doubts concerning the critical
aims of this artistic enterprise. He identifies two general objectives of
conceptual art, the first being the demystification of artisthood. Conceptual
art, he writes, was a conscious attempt at rectifying the idealised image of
the artist “as that person who, on the basis of a craftsmanlike maintenance
of traditional skills, emblematized the unity of the psyche, society and
culture based on the synthesis of physical, mental, spiritual, and technical
work.”92 The artist as businessman or information manager was the model
offered to replace the modernist type with its romantic, bohemian
89
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overtones. Secondly, conceptual artists intended to eliminate the special
aura of the work of art:
… the work, like advertising, becomes an object whose use value is
located in its publicity and sign value. The work abolishes all claims
to aesthetic value and to the auratic glow that formerly gave
prestige to art.93
In contrast to the late modernist art practice of the 1940s and ’50s,
conceptual artists refused “to differentiate art from the information that
surrounded it and the exhibition and distribution context in which it
appeared …”. As a result, the “critical and evaluative categories” that
sanction the differentiation between high art and mass culture, between art
and non-art, became defunct.94
According to Alberro, the critical impulse of conceptual art was
directed against “the institutional containment of art”.95 He places the
movement in the political context of the Art Workers Coalition, stating that
there was “a manifest need in the newly politicized art world for a truly
democratic, public art that challenged the authority not only of museums
but of ‘all art institutions and conditions’ ”.96 However, his claim that the
artistic production of Huebler, Weiner, Barry and Kosuth was the perfect
response to this need is not entirely convincing. Even if their work found its
audience by way of the printed media, ignoring “the confines of the pristine
gallery or museum”,97 it would be a misrepresentation to say that it actually
escaped from the institutional condition of the art world. The prominence of
Siegelaub’s role as a professionally recognised mediator is a case in point.
In his attempt to accommodate conceptual art to the progressive
political agenda of late 1960s counter-culture, Alberro glosses over the
bureaucratic dimension of conceptual art. One understands why: the
connotations of bureaucracy seem incompatible with the desire for “a truly
democratic, public art”. After all, the image of the artist as a clerk (LeWitt)
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evokes an almost mechanical processing of information, while the related
image of the artist as a manager implies authority, hierarchy, and top-down
instructions. Neither of these two models – clerk and manager – sits easily
with the political zeitgeist of “1968”.
Like Benjamin Buchloh, Alexander Alberro is unable to reconcile
the bureaucratic aspect of conceptual art with its supposedly critical aims.
He points out certain discrepancies, which he nevertheless fails to explain.
As conceptual artists challenged the traditional notion of authorship, the
result was “an increased anxiety concerning ownership and authorship”
among dealers, collectors and other parties involved.98 This anxiety was
partly resolved, as Alberro shows, by the introduction of contracts and legal
certificates meant to guarantee the authenticity of specific works, to identify
the rights of the artists who had produced them, and to specify the terms of
their acquisition by institutional or private collectors. (Seth Siegelaub
played a major role in conceiving these legal documents and promoting
their use.) Even if this legalistic and bureaucratic trend was driven by the
progressive ideals of demystification and de-auratisation, the effect it had
was the opposite, writes Alberro. In fact it aligned the art with the priorities
of the market. The Artist’s Reserved Rights Transfer and Sale Agreement
(1971) “served to confine even work that existed only as abstract idea or,
alternately, only as widely dispersed documentation within its capital
relations, and thus inserted conceptual art into the art market as a pure
commodity or bill of sale.”99 Even more fundamentally, the campaign
against the “auratic glow” of the artwork was effectively neutralised by this
use of certificates and contracts. “The aura absent from conceptual art was
thereby reintroduced in the auratization of the signature.”100 Thus, in the
final pages of his study, Alberro implicitly works towards the conclusion
that the two critical objectives of conceptual art – the demystification of
artisthood and the eradication of the aura of the work of art – had not been
fully realised.
All this leads to the question of whether those objectives were as
clear-cut as we may like to think they were. Was the conceptual campaign
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against the aura of the work of art and the privileged status of the artist
perhaps no more than a temporary whim of a small group of artists?
Alberro’s account of this history also raises another question: How closely is
the “auratic glow” of art connected to the notion of aesthetic value? Forty
years after the historical climax of conceptualism, with conceptual works on
display among the collection highlights of major art museums worldwide,
we may wonder whether it truly represented a move against (rather than a
redefinition of) aesthetic value.101
An interesting approach to these questions can be found in several texts on
conceptual art written by Charles Harrison and published between 1990
and 2004. They centre on notions of “quality” and “aesthetic value”, even
though the author admits that “the avant-garde of the late 1960s and early
1970s has rightly been associated with a certain subversiveness as regards
the conventions of artistic quality.”102 In his essay “Conceptual Art and Its
Criticism” (2001), an earlier version of which appeared in 1990 as
“Conceptual Art and Critical Judgment”,103 the author states that it is
impossible for art historians to discuss conceptual art without making
critical distinctions.104 Even the simple task of distinguishing between
works of art and mere documents involves the application of certain criteria
and hierarchies. Harrison recognises that it would be wrong to reintroduce
“the question of qualitative discrimination” in the case of an art for which
this question was “otiose or irrelevant”. However, he suggests, as neither the
art market nor curatorial and museum practice tends to reflect actively on
the mechanisms and criteria of selection and valuation, this task falls to
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critical art historians.105 When considering conceptual works of art, the only
issue that matters to him is the extent to which they break with the
authority of modernism.106 The work “should be opaque – other – vis-à-vis
that account of the history of art that represented the progressive reduction
of means as a logic of development.” For Harrison, the tendency towards
dematerialisation, often seen as a crucial quality in conceptual art, is
nothing but an uncritical continuation of the modernist reduction of means;
it presupposes a “theoretical and social continuity” with both the practices
and the audiences of the modernist avant-garde. It is the task of art
historians to distinguish between relevant and irrelevant forms of
conceptualism – to separate “those works that were effective prolongations
of the critical system [of modernism] from those that proposed some sort of
new beginning insofar as they reduced it to absurdity.”107 Harrison has no
hesitation in taking this task upon himself.
He reserves his positive judgment mainly for early works by Art &
Language – the artists’ collective of which he was himself a member. Their
work in the late 1960s, he writes, grew out of a desire to undermine the
authority of the modernist viewer by obstructing the “mechanisms of
validation”.108 In order to achieve a transformation of the competence of the
audience, Art & Language produced works that were disappointing from a
modernist perspective, while based on an alternative artistic competence.
Viewed under their phenomenological and morphological aspects
they remained – and remain – insignificant, inconstant, or absurd.
Into the resulting aesthetic void they instilled the demand for a
reading – that is to say, a demand that Modernist beholders could
not easily satisfy without abandoning the secure grounds of their
own authority.109

Ibid., 37-38.
Ibid., 42. On this point see also Charles Harrison and Paul Wood,
“Modernity and Modernism Reconsidered”, in: Paul Wood et al., eds., Modernism in
Dispute. Art Since the Forties (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993), 170-256.
107
Harrison, “Conceptual Art and Its Criticism”, 42-43.
108
Ibid., 43.
109
Ibid., 44. See also Harrison’s essay “Art Object and Artwork”, in: cat. l’Art
conceptuel, une perspective, in which he identifies the aim of Art & Language “to
disqualify the competent spectator presupposed in the aesthetic discourse of
Modernist culture, and to unseat him from his position as an ideal arbiter of taste”
(63).
105

106

46

However, we are meant to consider Art & Language as an exceptional case.
Harrison makes his negative judgment of the work of many other
conceptual artists explicitly clear. Neither “stylistic monomania” (as in the
case of Hanne Darboven, Daniel Buren, and On Kawara) nor an “overtly
sociopolitical program” (Hans Haacke and Martha Rosler), he says, suffices
to effectively overthrow the modernist rule of “depth and complexity”.110
These evaluative criteria, Harrison goes on to explain, remain for him –
perhaps not surprisingly – the only relevant ones anyway, notwithstanding
the modernist context in which they have so often been put to use. His
argument is simply that radical art practices of the 1960s and ’70s failed to
produce alternative criteria that he finds convincing and viable. Instead,
those practices tended to produce works that “are liable either to establish
themselves in a thoroughly conventional world of art or to be absorbed
without remainder into the larger world they purport to invade.” And he
continues his verdict:
In the first case the works thus represented are subject to whatever
institutional or fashionable criteria may happen to prevail. In the
second case they do indeed put themselves beyond the concerns of
evaluative criticism of art, but only by failing to be of interest as
intentional objects under some critically significant description. In
neither case do they offer any novel address or alternative to the
requirement of cognitive depth in art.111
Oddly, Harrison implies that conceptual artists have failed to make him
revise his quality criteria, only to use that as an argument against the quality
of their work. This paradox – the paradox of critical judgment – plays a
central role in the legacy of conceptual art, as we shall see later.
In resisting the rule of the spectacular and the superficial – what he
calls “noncognitive effectiveness”112 – Harrison draws attention to his own
evaluative criteria: “depth and complexity”. These two words, used
repeatedly throughout his text, sound almost like a magic incantation; they
make their appearance without the support of any discursive framework.
How is one to decide whether a given work of art is “deep”? And when is a
110
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work “complex”? Are depth and complexity necessarily qualities intended
by the artist or can they simply occur? One could object that Harrison’s
criteria serve as a shortcut to a reconstructed myth of creativity and
personal inspiration – “the fiction of the artist as creator”, as Harrison
himself still called it in 1989.113 One conclusion could be that, despite all his
claims to the contrary, Harrison remains heavily indebted to a modernist
(Greenbergian) logic; that he uses his radical tools only to prolong the
lifespan of an “old” (modernist) notion of quality in art. (Even his intention
to judge conceptual works by their subversion of modernist orthodoxy is a
negative historical determination that, as such, remains trapped in the
linear model of history that he claims to reject.)
In a text published in 2004 – fourteen years after “Conceptual Art
and Critical Judgment” – Charles Harrison displays a sharp awareness of
the fact that his previous pleas for quality and aesthetic value were always
rather problematic. In the following passage he admits that, due to the
impact of conceptual art, there is no longer any immanent standard for
quality in art and thus no firm basis on which to make qualitative
discriminations other than contingent ones. Ever since 1970 – my
postulated starting date for the post-conceptual production system of
contemporary art – “quality” has been a tainted notion, says Harrison.
The question that hangs over the Conceptual Art movement is this:
if it is no longer useful or relevant to distinguish between works of
art through analyses of their shapes and colours, if, indeed, there
are no intrinsic properties by means of which an object can be
recognised as an art object, how is criticism – and more
importantly self-criticism – to proceed, and on what basis? If it is
the case that certain works are “talked” into importance by the
inhabitants of the artworld, is this all that criticism really amounts
to? Are there other grounds on which to distinguish the exceptional
from the indifferent – or from the mildly interesting, the passable,
the good-in-its-way and so on – or are such distinctions bound in
the end to lose all substance once accuracy of resemblance ceases to
be a relevant criterion? It is certainly the case that since the early
1970s the concept of “quality” has become virtually unusable in art
criticism, and has had to be abandoned to its compromising
113
Harrison, “Art Object and Artwork”, 64. In this perspective, both the aura
of artisthood and the authority of connoisseurship seem to have survived what
Harrison and Paul Wood elsewhere refer to as “a passage through the critique of
authorship”. Harrison and Wood, “Modernity and Modernism Reconsidered”, 254.

48

association with the snobbery of connoisseurship and the auction
house, and to its disastrous co-option to the jargon of educational
administrators and management consultants. Does this tell us
something about the failure of a specific cultural regime – one that
can no longer plausibly defend the autonomy of its values – or is it
indicative of a significant change in the very meaning of art, which
until recently had tended to be virtually synonymous with its
perceived aesthetic merit?114
Phrased as a series of (rhetorical) questions, this lucid passage identifies the
crucial nexus between the historical moment of conceptualism and the
general characteristics of contemporary art. More specifically, Harrison
argues here that the changed historical conditions responsible for the rise of
conceptual art have structurally transformed the basis of critical evaluation.
And it is this historical transformation that indeed marks the onset of
contemporary art – the singular system of cultural production in which, to
borrow a phrase from Donald Judd, a work “needs only to be interesting”.115

• 6. THE LEGACY OF CONCEPTUAL ART

In this final section of the introduction I present my main argument about
the legacy of conceptual art. I should emphasise right at the beginning that I
will not be looking into the “influence” of the movement on individual
contemporary artists – artists who might be thought to represent, in one
way or another, the “neo-conceptual” art of today. Instead, I am interested
in describing the structural effect that conceptual art has had on the system
of artistic production and reception known as “contemporary art”. This is an
overall, global effect that is equally real for contemporary artists of all kinds,
as it determines the fundamentals of artistic practice. My approach implies
the conviction that a critical evaluation of conceptual art should go hand in
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hand with an analysis of the system of contemporary art as a whole, in
general terms. This is what I hope to achieve in the pages that follow.
As I have shown in the previous section, a discussion of the legacy
of conceptual art can easily evolve into a discussion of the legacy of the
counterculture and the protest movements of the 1960s. Exactly this idea –
conceptual art as “the art of the Vietnam war era”116 – has contributed to the
rather one-sided assessment of conceptual art as a revolution that failed. At
this point, a different, more businesslike view of conceptual art may be
more productive, especially since the cool and detached nature of many
conceptual works of art hardly matches the overheated anti-authoritarian
thrust of “1968”. In addition, I intend to show in this thesis that the
counter-cultural reading of conceptual art is unconvincing and barely
supported by the evidence. To say that conceptualism was a real, politically
motivated attempt to subvert the institutional and commercial
infrastructure of the art world is to cherish rather naive expectations, as
Robert Smithson suggested in 1972.117
In this respect I agree with Michael Newman, who has explicitly
warned against idealising the conceptual art movement. In 1996 he wrote:
To treat Conceptual Art as a purely positive phenomenon or as a
definitive overcoming of contradictions would be to deny its own
project. … In retrospect it may be seen that Conceptual Art was a
part of what it opposed: that it both involved a defensive mimicry of
bureaucratic culture, and remained parasitic on the institutions it
subjected to critique.118
Following this train of thought, I want to suggest that works by conceptual
artists structurally reflect the institutional framework of the system of
artistic production and the artist’s dependence on that framework. (My use
of the term “reflect” in this context is not meant to suggest that works of art
passively or automatically mirror their social, cultural or institutional
116
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conditions. Rather, it refers to practices in which the artist deliberately
makes the work reflect external conditions, as an artistic strategy.)
Conceptual artists refused to give their audience what it wanted – a robust
affirmation of the sovereign and expressive creativity of man. Instead, what
viewers received was an affirmation of the implication of the art in its
institutional context.119 Paradoxically, this was the only way for conceptual
artists to salvage the idea of artisthood.
I agree with Michael Newman that conceptualism is an unresolved
project, and that its relevance to the art practice of today lies precisely in
that lack of resolution and closure. But does this mean it is also an
unfinished project that could be picked up and continued today? Here I
disagree with Newman’s views. The return or continuation of conceptual art
that he foresees120 is essentially inconceivable, since there are now neither
grounds nor instruments for discriminating between neo-conceptual and
non-conceptual works of art. This is precisely the legacy of conceptual art.
Contemporary art as a whole is “post-conceptual”. This does not mean that
it has transcended or overcome the paradoxes of conceptualism; on the
contrary, the entire field of artistic production is now determined, on a
fundamental level, by conditions that conceptual artists recognised and
addressed in their work. In my definition, contemporary art is a
phenomenon that has evolved out of the paradoxes of the conceptual
movement. Or, to phrase it differently: the conceptual art episode marked
the systemic transition from modern to contemporary art around 1970.
Here I follow Peter Osborne’s thesis:
… it is only in relation to the category of conceptual art, in its
inherent problematicity, that a critical-historical experience of
contemporary art is possible. In this respect, “post-conceptual art”
is not the name for a particular type of art, so much as the
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historical-ontological condition for the production of contemporary
art in general …121
In what follows I will present my analysis of this post-conceptual condition
of contemporary art.
Contemporary art is a generic form of artistic production.122 Artists can
choose from an infinite number of media and techniques, such as drawing,
writing, painting, film, video, sculpture, assemblage, montage, installation,
performance, photography and sound, or any combination of these, but the
choice of a specific medium is subordinate to whatever experience or
“content” they intend to offer to an audience. The medium no longer defines
either the stakes of the work or the reputation of the artist. This is what has
been called the “post-medium condition” of contemporary art.123 Not just
the medium, but also the notion of “style” has lost the prominent position it
occupied well into the 1960s; it no longer has any critical and discriminative
potential. Movements and trends in contemporary art are no longer
evaluated on stylistic grounds, but screened for some new artistic “concept”.
The visual appearance of a work of art is often seen as secondary to the
ideas at the root of it. This is not some kind of decadent mannerism, but a
result of the fact that art has internalised its own critical discourse.
Contemporary art is discursive through and through. In the words of Philip
Fisher: “Any work of art now occurs within a culture of intellectualized
criticism.”124 The open and generic character of contemporary art implies
that with each new work it provides new legitimacy for itself. As Osborne
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suggests, this can be seen both as proof of the ongoing critical vitality of
contemporary art and as a sign of a deep and structural crisis.125
Contemporary art as a whole is characterised by a remarkable lack
of craftsmanship. Although individual artists may demonstrate particular
technical skills and mastery, such qualities are always specific to an oeuvre
and unrelated to any collective standard or rule. No general skills are
inherent in the practice of contemporary art; instead, skills are always
imported from outside into the field of art as part of an individual artistic
strategy. It is only through this act of appropriation that particular skills can
become momentarily relevant in the art context. There is no general set of
competences that anyone needs to master in order to be able rightfully to
claim to be an artist, just as there are no a priori criteria – either technical
or aesthetic – for deciding what counts as a work of art, or even a successful
work of art, and what doesn’t. If the field of contemporary art represents a
specific competence, it is certainly not consensual. Each individual work can
and must be read as a provisional statement by the artist on the nature of
artistic competence.126
All this means that a quality judgment in contemporary art is never
a matter of applying certain rules or following a checklist. Both professional
and non-professional viewers judge works of art without recourse to any set
of quality criteria external to themselves or to the object in question. They
do so by evaluating or “testing” the artistic proposal that is presented to
them (“This is a work of art”). De Duve has shown that, in principle, given
the absence of rules and conventions, anyone is equipped to make an
aesthetic judgment. No one can claim a priori to be in a better or more
knowledgeable position than anyone else. Although specialist knowledge
and specialised knowledge providers still prevail, the traditional figure of
the connoisseur is unthinkable in the context of contemporary art.127
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The social and cultural status of contemporary artists is not
fundamentally undermined by the lack of craftsmanship in their trade, even
if this does make them vulnerable to populist attacks and media hype (“Is
this art?”). Given the discursive nature of contemporary art, artists have the
freedom to delegate or subcontract the execution of a work, so long as this
appears to be in agreement with the artistic concept. Contemporary art may
be the art form in which the largest portion of the physical work is not done
by the “authors” themselves, but by assistants or skilled artisans, in
factories or specialised workshops. Yet this is hardly a controversial issue in
the art world of today. An artist may choose to have a concept or design
executed by others, provided that he or she accepts full responsibility for
setting the parameters and monitoring the quality of the execution. This
seems to be the one fundamental condition limiting the freedom of the
“deskilled author” in contemporary art. As I show in my essays on the artist
as designer (chapters 3 and 4 below), the radical disregard of quality control
by conceptual artists – their readiness to accept any outcome of the
execution of a concept – has long lost its intellectual lustre.
Nevertheless, it should be clear by now that the basic features of
contemporary artisthood described above have evolved out of conceptual
art. The post-medium condition is intimately connected to the notion of
“concept”. It became part of the mainstream of artistic practice in the 1960s,
the modernist notion of medium-specificity having become obsolete.128 The
aspect of “deskilling” has a longer history, starting in the second half of the
nineteenth century with the work of Manet, the Impressionists, and the
Neo-Impressionists; in many ways it was the primary “drive” of modern art,
until it climaxed in the 1960s.129 Benjamin Buchloh has proposed that the
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deskilling of the artist was mirrored in a similar deconditioning of the
viewer, who from that moment on no longer needed any special competence
in order fully to appreciate the art:
… a traditional, hierarchical model of privileged experience based
on authorial skills and acquired competence of reception [was
replaced] by a structural relationship of absolute equivalents that
would dismantle both sides of the equation: the hieratic position of
the unified artistic object just as much as the privileged position of
the author.130
It was in this context, under the aegis of conceptualism, that the triangular
relationship between artist, artwork and viewer was fundamentally redrawn
to take on its contemporary form: artist, artwork and viewer now occupy
shifting positions in an open field permanently subject to institutional and
discursive forces.
As I have argued, conceptual art was the transitional phase between
modernism and contemporary art. This transition, however, should not be
seen as an absolute divide or as a total erasure of precedents and tradition.
At least two important characteristics of (or tendencies in) modernism had
their roots in the nineteenth century yet find an echo in contemporary
artistic practice. In order to extend the historical reach of my analysis of
conceptual and post-conceptual art, I will briefly sketch this “prehistory”.
The first important characteristic of modernism that needs to be
referred to is “anomy” or lawlessness. Instead of conforming to an external
standard of aesthetic validity, any modernist work of art suggests its own
individual set of rules or criteria that it wants to be measured by. In other
words, the work itself will determine the conditions for its failure or success.
This notion has been theoretically developed by the German sociologist
Niklas Luhmann in his study Art as a Social System. Luhmann states: “...
every artwork is its own program, and … it demonstrates success and
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novelty if it manages to show just that”.131 According to this idea, the only
critical evaluation of a work of art that makes sense is one that identifies the
immanent rules of the work in question and decides whether the work
actually lives up to them.132 It should be clear, however, that this
identification procedure necessarily entails more than a passive deciphering
of some hidden “user’s manual”. It requires an active contribution by the
viewer; identifying the rules of the work is an act of interpretation.
This brings us to the second relevant trait of modernism: the
paradox of subjectification. From the early nineteenth century, artists
increasingly gained control over their artistic production.133 Given their
relative detachment from clients and patrons, decisions on what to make
and how, when and where to make it became their sole responsibility. At the
same time the responsibility for the interpretation of the work shifted away
from the artist and patron to become a prerogative of the critic, or, more
generally, the viewer. The artist gained control in one respect but lost it in
another. This is what I call the paradox of subjectification: the artist’s
subjective grip on the work of art and its destination became both stronger
and weaker.
To elaborate on this proposition: White and White have shown
how, in France, the powerful Academic system for the organisation and
legitimation of artistic production declined from the early nineteenth
century onwards as it proved incapable of adapting to changed social and
economic circumstances.134 The competing institutional system that
gradually took over, until it was fully in place around 1880, is referred to as
the Dealer-Critic System. In the old system of centralised control,
constructed around the École des Beaux-Arts, the Salon, state acquisitions
131
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and state commissions, dealers and critics had been relatively marginal
figures; in the new system their position was crucial.135 Dealers took over
the role of patrons of the arts; their open, entrepreneurial approach and
their willingness to invest in the careers of artists on a speculative basis
proved in the long run more effective and also more beneficial to artists,
allowing them a middle-class standard of living. At the same time, from
around 1830, critics adopted a more professional profile as their ties with
the Academy loosened.136 According to White and White, their role changed
in two important respects. First, in the Academic system it had been up to
artists themselves to formulate their theories. Starting with the generation
of Manet and the Impressionists, this task fell to the critics. Although artists
continued to discuss technical and theoretical issues with each other, it was
left to the critics “to present these discussions as organized theories”.137
Second, when it came to instructing the public about developments in
painting, the emphasis shifted from subject matter (the Academic priority)
to issues of style and painting method. Thus, in the new situation, critics
tended to instruct the public “how to look at a painting, rather than how to
interpret its subject”.138 This implied that, from now on, any critical
judgment had to overcome an uncertainty or indeterminacy that was of a
more fundamental nature than before. The question raised was no longer
“What does this painting tell us?”, but “How is this a good painting?” or
even “How is this a painting?”139
In the twentieth century this uncertainty became more or less
endemic. Regardless of their authorial position, artists were affected by it
just as much as critics and other viewers. Especially since the 1960s, the
uncertainty of interpretation has shifted from the domain of painting – a
recognisable, technically delineated discipline – to a generic field in which
practitioners call themselves neither painters, sculptors nor photographers,
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but simply “artists”.140 The crucial question is no longer “How is this a
painting?” but “How is this a work of art?”
As long as a work is in production, the artist can decide
autonomously on any artistic parameter. He can feel that the work is his,
and only his. Yet once it is finished and put on display, the work will slip
away from his control. The artist will still be seen as the author of the work
and therefore be held responsible, but responsible for what? The question of
what the work purports, what it means and what it refers to, what its merits
and weaknesses are – or even what the work is and what it does – can only
be answered by individual members of the public.141 The viewer is required
to take responsibility for the interpretation of the work, as the
interpretation can never be taken for granted. Thus artists are unable to
control the reception and “afterlife” of their work. They may offer their own
interpretation, but that will count as just one possible reading out of many.
They are not in a privileged position to decide the meaning of their artistic
output. In terms of Luhmann’s theory, the artist is a “second-order
observer” on a par with any other viewer of the work.142
It is my proposition that conceptual art represents the historical
phase in which artists started to acknowledge these conditions and produce
work that communicated their awareness and acceptance of them.143 This
would be the fundamental and perhaps symbolic significance of the
This is what Thierry de Duve has called “art in general”. Kant after
Duchamp, 154.
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rigorous separation between the conception of a work and its realisation
that was proposed by Sol LeWitt’s Paragraphs on Conceptual Art (1967)144
and observed in multiple ways by artists such as Lawrence Weiner, On
Kawara, George Brecht, John Baldessari, and Douglas Huebler. By making
work consisting of a script or protocol that could – but would not
necessarily – be executed by any (known or unknown) “receiver” at any
point in time, or by listing a number of rules or ideas and proceeding to
make work in accordance with them, regardless of the aesthetic interest of
the material result (if any), conceptual artists did more than just frustrate
the ordinary mechanisms of distribution and commerce. They detached
themselves from the mythical notion of the artist as a sovereign creative
being. By renouncing responsibility for the execution of their concepts, they
acknowledged that no artist ever has complete control over the outcome of
his or her work.145
Modernist art production around the mid-century had been
propelled by a strong ideal of pure visuality and immediate sensation, both
in practice – as witness the work of Barnett Newman, Mark Rothko,
Jackson Pollock, among others – and in theory. The dominant formalist art
theory, propagated by Clement Greenberg and later by Michael Fried, saw
art as the realm of direct emotional responsiveness on the part both of the
maker and of the viewer of the work; art transcended the limitations of
language, logic and reason. With the benefit of hindsight, I want to suggest
that this ideal can be interpreted as an ideological overcompensation for the
substantial discursive dimension of modern artistic practice – the fact that
language and discourse had become essential factors in the formation and
reception of artistic developments. In the context of post-industrial society
after World War II, the late modernist ideology of art – epitomised by
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Fried’s dictum “presentness is grace”146 – was increasingly felt to be an
anomaly or even a perversion. Like any other field of cultural production,
the realm of visual art had become subject to the primacy of information;
this is what conceptual artists recognised and demonstrated in their work.147
The differentiation between art and non-art could no longer be made on
visual grounds, as Arthur Danto showed in 1964 and again in 1981; it must
always be made with a theory of art in mind, allowing a specific object to be
identified as a work of art.148 The identification of art happened on
discursive grounds, in an institutional context in which a number of
specialised mediators – dealers, critics, museum curators, theorists,
historians – each played their respective part.149 Thus the artistic practice of
the post-war period increasingly manifested itself in or as a “museum of
language”, to use a phrase of Robert Smithson’s.150 This museumisation of
art, it is important to stress, was not based on the architectural confinement
of works to officially designated buildings and sites, but on an institutional
containment in clusters of language, reproductions and discourse. No
matter how remote or uncultivated the location, as in the case of land art
and site-specific installations, works of art always bring their institutional
framework along with them (see my analysis of Sonsbeek 71 in chapter 1).
This museum-without-walls (André Malraux’s musée imaginaire) has been
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the true destination of art in the twentieth century.151 Philip Fisher has
shown how modern art was shaped by artists finding ways of “introjecting”
the “institutional qualities” of the museum into their work.152
As already stated, conceptual art did not attempt to break out of the
institutional containment of art; it demonstrated that this containment is an
inescapable but also productive condition for art in the information age.
This brings us back to the issue of the bureaucratic-mimetic aspect of
conceptual art. Conceptual artists refused to assist in the mystification of
artisthood. Through their work, they exposed a bare institutional structure
of production and reception largely stripped of its romantic, modernist
clouds and veils. Conceptual artists willingly gave up not only the ideals and
pretensions that had been upheld by late modernist artists and their
advocates (the image of the artist as a sovereign human being and
autonomous creative mind), but also the idealised immediacy of the
aesthetic experience – something that would “happen” without any
discursive or institutional preparatory groundwork. This context helps us to
understand the mimicry of bureaucracy in conceptual art. Conceptual
artists were attracted to the dry, repetitive, cerebral procedures of
bureaucracy and administration because these procedures represented the
exact opposite of the intuitions and attitudes celebrated in late modernist
artisthood. To absorb the “aesthetic of administration” was, therefore, an
efficient way of disqualifying one model of artisthood and proposing
another – one that seemed more in tune with the times.
Does this mean that the bureaucratic-mimetic aspect of conceptual
art had a critical purpose after all? Yes and no. It is important to stress that
one major aspect of the task of managers and bureaucrats was deliberately
not appropriated by conceptual artists: the element of quality control, in its
many different manifestations – work floor supervision, performance
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nothing in common but the statement, ‘this is a work of art’ ... Once something, no
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monitoring, output control, feedback, process evaluation, etcetera.153 For
conceptual artists, any result – even no result – was a good result (see
examples of works by Huebler, Weiner, Andre, Baldessari and others in
chapters 1, 2 and 3). So their appropriation of bureaucracy can be seen as
critical only to the extent that it was, paradoxically, not critical. It criticised
the myths and conventions of late modernist artisthood by embracing a
managerial model of professionalism, yet the efficacy of this critique
required that the production process be stripped of any aspect of critical
evaluation. Only by virtue of this “omission” could the authoritative
professional practice of managers and bureaucrats be turned into a
defensible model for advanced artistic work.154
The onset of contemporary art around 1970 is dialectically marked
by the brief acceptance of this model and its subsequent rejection or
repression by artists and mediators alike. By the mid-1970s the dimension
of quality control had already been fully reinstated; the attempted
demystification of artisthood was reversed. Yet, as I aim to show in this
thesis, this brief episode has left permanent traces in the production system
of contemporary art.
Conceptual art was an impossible project to the extent that it worked
towards the suppression of artisthood in a dialectical form, the very act of
suppression being a work of art as well and thus undoing itself. The
ambivalence of this operation is crucial, as is demonstrated by the following
example. Robert Barry’s Closed Gallery Piece of 1969 consisted simply of
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the announcement: “During the exhibition the gallery will be closed”.155 It
was realised successively in galleries in Amsterdam, Turin and Los Angeles.
The decision taken by this artist to close the exhibition space for the
duration of his exhibition amounts to a suspension of the conditions that
would normally enable the public to experience the work. According to Lucy
Lippard, Barry’s Closed Gallery Piece “comments on the use of gallery space
and the international gallery system for an art so dematerialized that it has
no fundamental need of either one.”156 We could also say that the work
simply communicates or publicises its own conditions of being – conditions
related to publicity, communication, and printed media. However, the
paradox is that the content of Barry’s communication still refers to the “old”
distribution system that his artistic practice claimed to make redundant; the
information conveyed is limited to the terms of the transaction between the
artist and his audience. This brings to mind Michael Newman’s statement,
quoted earlier, that conceptual art “remained parasitic on the institutions it
subjected to critique”.157 Or Thierry de Duve’s assessment of conceptual art,
where he points to an “ever-repeated endeavor to remove all visual
materiality from the piece, to communicate this very removal to the
artworld itself, and to consider the piece self-referentially (a very modernist
attitude) as being something that the art institution cannot possess or even
show but that nonetheless depends on the institution for its existence.”158 Is
Barry’s Closed Gallery Piece a critical comment on the gallery system? Is it
a radical intervention in the institutional structure of the art world? Or can
it be considered the product of an artistic practice that fully accepts the
institutional conditions but refuses to provide the system with expressive
“content” that would legitimate its existence? Or is it, going further still, a
detached philosophical exercise in thinking about the conditions of artistic
production and reception? Most likely it is all these things at once, and that
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is exactly what constitutes the ambivalent, unresolved nature of conceptual
art.
This unresolved nature has repeated itself in an unresolved art
historical reception. As I have shown in section 5 above, straightforward
enthusiasm for the achievements of conceptual artists is rare, especially
among ambitious art historians – like Buchloh and Harrison – who in
principle sympathise with the aims of the conceptual project. One source of
ambivalence may be the fact that conceptual art confronts these historians
with their own (political) objections to the relatively closed insider world of
“high art” – the world that most conceptual artists, with their selfreferential manoeuvres, seem to have accepted as their habitat. Moreover,
the ambivalence may have been fed by the way in which contemporary art
has “corrected” or “improved” the conceptual project by reintroducing the
element of qualitative discrimination into the artistic process, thus
eliminating what (only) appeared to be an internal contradiction. As a
result, the dialectical suppression of artisthood was undone and replaced by
the unlimited, market-driven production of contemporary works of art that
exists today, a development that both Buchloh and Harrison despise and
that, as I have shown, strengthened their view of conceptual art as a failed
revolution.
The historiography of conceptual art has been dominated by a
relatively conventional art historical approach. The literature on the
movement is mostly monographic, monothematic, and specialised; it
focuses on individual oeuvres, isolated artistic achievements and singular
personalities.159 The rapidly growing number of monographic studies on
Robert Smithson is a case in point. In the last two decades, radical 1960s art
(of all “flavours”, including conceptual) has been effectively canonised by
the collective efforts of art historians, museum curators and critics. The art
historical reception of conceptualism continues to cherish a “high art”
perspective, while connections with the wider culture – or, more
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specifically, visual culture – are rarely made. The social history of
conceptual art still remains to be written.160
What is more, forty years after the conceptual reformulation of the
role of the artist, most art historians remain attached to an autonomous
notion of artisthood – even in the case of an artistic movement that
detached itself from it. Evaluative criteria such as innovation, originality
and critical agency – criteria that conceptual artists considered irrelevant
and attempted to dismantle – are still being applied to their work, more or
less explicitly, as my review of the literature has shown. Art historians have
not emulated the suspension of critical judgment found in the working
process of conceptual artists – not even those historians who consider
conceptualism to be of paramount importance. It would seem that, even for
the most radical among them, a premise such as “any result is a good result”
is unworkable. After all, it not only conflicts with their belief in their own
critical competence, but also collides with the idea of critical agency that
prevails in the image of the conceptual artist and that presupposes a subject
with a conscious critical intention.161 In treating critical agency as their
primary quality criterion, art historians thus automatically ratify the full
authorship of the artist in question.
In a panel discussion with Rosalind Krauss and Michael Fried in 1987,
Benjamin Buchloh criticised himself and his colleagues for being exclusively focused
on the canon of high art, which “inadvertently confirms – despite all claims to the
contrary – the construction of individual oeuvres and authors, and it continues to
posit and celebrate individual achievement over collective endeavor. We are also
united as critics in our almost complete devotion to high culture and our refusal to
understand art production, the exclusive object of our studies, as the dialectical
counterpart of mass-cultural and ideological formations – formations from which
the work of high art continues to promise if not redemption then at least escape.” To
explain this “limitation” Buchloh referred to “professional specialization and the
general compartmentalization of intellectual labor,” but also to “the historian’s rolecasting”. Nevertheless he found it “all the more astonishing since many of the
objects of our study – especially pop and minimalism, their predecessors in dadaism
and constructivism and their followers in the art of the mid-to-late ’70s …
programmatically foreground the conflict between high and mass culture and insist
on the transformation of the historical dialectic.” Buchloh, “Theories of Art after
Minimalism and Pop”, in: Hal Foster, ed., Discussions in Contemporary Culture
(Seattle: Bay Press, 1987), 66-67.
161
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The problem of critical evaluation cannot be solved by a shift in
focus from the realisation of the concept to the concept itself. What kind of
criteria would have to be used to reach a critical judgment on the concept?
Aesthetic, social, political, philosophical, or even ecological criteria?162 The
example of Barry’s Closed Gallery Piece shows that none of these is
generally applicable. It is difficult to agree even on the simple attributes or
qualities of Barry’s concept. Is the concept of the closed gallery space
subversive? Visionary? Playful? Austere? Engaged? Formalistic? Ironical?
Political? Cynical? Humorous? To some extent each of these descriptors can
be justified, even though they partly contradict each other.
Instead of looking back on conceptual art as a failed revolution, it
would be more productive to work towards an interpretation based both on
the parallels that exist between this movement and the visual and
information culture of the period, and on the intricate ways in which
conceptual art has anticipated – or better: prefigured – major structural
characteristics of contemporary art and contemporary artisthood. It is this
approach that I propose and test in this thesis. I do so along three different
lines.
The first line in my approach is the history of exhibitions. Milestone
exhibitions such as Software (Jewish Museum, New York 1970) and
Information (Museum of Modern Art, New York 1970), which were crucial
events for the public and institutional breakthrough of conceptual art, were
completely permeated by the information discourse. The same goes for
Sonsbeek buiten de perken, the outdoor exhibition of site-specific
sculptures and installations that took place in the Netherlands in 1971. In
chapters 1 and 3, I show how these exhibitions attempted to translate the
model of information theory to the practice of producing and presenting
works of art. In chapter 1 especially, I focus on the ensuing structural
problems that faced critics, theorists and curators – the mediators of art –
in redefining their communicational position. The serious nature of these
dilemmas can be traced, among other things, to the fact that, as I show in
chapter 3, conceptual artists accepted the inherent redundancy at the heart
When Sol LeWitt stated that “Conceptual art is only good when the idea is
good”, he did not provide any such criteria. LeWitt, “Paragraphs on Conceptual Art”,
[1967], in: Alberro and Stimson, eds., Conceptual Art: A Critical Anthology, 16.
162
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of any communication system and refused a strict separation between
message and noise.
The second line in my approach traces the changing role of the
visual artist as cultural producer, in response to social pressures relating to
professionalisation and entrepreneurship. I analyse the historical parallels
between conceptual artists and graphic designers – two groups who defined
themselves in the late 1960s as “information workers” and who focused on
the transfer of information by graphic means (publications, printed matter,
offset, Xerox, photography, text, etc.).
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More importantly, both groups

opted – partly on theoretical and partly on intuitive grounds – for a radical
division of their work process into two completely separate parts:
information on the one hand and visualisation on the other. While
conceptual artists claimed to limit their responsibility to the first part and
had others decide whether (and how) to visualise the “information”, graphic
designers such as Wim Crouwel, conversely, refused to be held accountable
for the nature of the information they had been commissioned to visualise.
This reversed limitation of responsibilities should be seen against the
backdrop of post-industrial society as it developed after World War II – a
society in which the service sector was becoming the major economic focus
and in which managers had driven the traditional “capitalists” from the
centre of power.164 In this context, both conceptual artists and graphic
designers had reasons – different reasons, as I will show – to distance
themselves from a “holistic” approach to the creative process.
In chapters 3 and 4, I describe how the procedural separation
between information and visualisation meant that the practice of conceptual
artists was effectively haunted by the very “spectre of design” that would
pervade the paradoxical reception of an artist like Jeff Koons from the
1980s onwards. I also analyse the historical relationship between
contemporary art – defined as “applied concept art” – and the information
paradigm from which it has developed. Connected to this is the ambiguous
John Chandler drew a parallel between conceptual art and graphic design
in his article “The Last Word in Graphic Art”, Art International 7:9 (November
1968), 25-28.
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status of the decorative aspect of contemporary art, as discussed in chapter
5. In a fundamental sense, the contemporary artist is a cultural producer
whose post-conceptual status implies that he cannot just “make” something
anymore – that is to say, without conceptual or contextual justification. This
can be taken to mean that the division between information and
visualisation – between conception and realisation – is still in place.
Contemporary artists are, however, expected to conform to a professional
regime of cultural entrepreneurship, project management and quality
control, and must therefore take responsibility for both sides of the artistic
process. The professional status of the artist implies that all the facets of
artistic practice can and should be planned, controlled and accounted for. If
nothing else, the artist is a manager of a self-defined production process
that runs from context to concept and from concept to execution.165 Parts of
this cycle can be delegated to others, but in each case the artist, as “author”
of the work, remains responsible for the quality of the end result.
The third line in my approach follows a specific medium –
photography. As I show in chapters 6 and 7, photography occupied a special
place in the historical nexus between conceptualism and contemporary art.
It gave artists the tools to distill a positive professional profile out of the
principles of deskilling and dilettantism. Photography had this potential
precisely because it suggested, in its early use by conceptual artists, a
demystification of artisthood. It was the conceptual aura of photography
that has made the medium not only acceptable, but eventually highly
successful in the “post-medium” context of contemporary art.

See my essay “Middle Culture: Designers, Artists, Professionals”, in: Now
Is the Time. Art & Theory in the 21st Century, eds. Jelle Bouwhuis et al. (Rotterdam:
NAi Publishers, 2009), 125-134.
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FIGURE A: THE CANON OF CONCEPTUAL ART
ARTISTS INCLUDED IN THREE MAJOR SURVEY EXHBITIONS
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Part I: Unfortunate Implications

72

73

1. Collecting Information and – or as – Experience

For decades discussions about the position of contemporary artists in
society have been conducted on the basis of spatial metaphors. We talk
about the border between art and life, about crossing that border or erasing
it. We discuss the ability of artists to escape from the enclave of art
institutions while remaining active as artists. Some critics propose that
artists infiltrate or take refuge in the world outside the art world. Others,
doubting the viability of that option, nevertheless maintain the spatial
metaphor by stressing the importance of a haven or free zone for art. They
see contemporary art as a circumscribed and autonomous domain in which
the mundane limitations of everyday life are suspended. Over the years, the
two parties have taken turns in dominating the debate, but the gist of the
spatial imagery has remained the same. One moment the vanguard is seen
to consist of artists who take up position firmly within society; the next
moment all attention focuses on artists who consciously distance
themselves from any social issue whatsoever. In recent years, the dominant
idea has been that “art … can obtain more meaning by leaving the
museum”166 and that “contemporary art should temporarily withdraw from
the art world and go into hiding in real life”.167 No doubt in due course the
scales will tip the other way again.
One exhibition in the Netherlands has, more effectively than any
other, etched the spatial metaphors of (crossing) borders and inside/outside
into the collective consciousness. In 1971 the traditional sculpture
exhibition in Sonsbeek Park in Arnhem was labelled buiten de perken (“offlimits” or “beyond the pale”), as it expanded into an unbounded “activity”

A statement by artist Hans van Houwelingen, in: Bianca Stigter, “Ik wil de
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Handelsblad, Cultureel Supplement (22 November 1996), 6. All quotations from
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ranging from Schiermonnikoog to Zuid-Beveland and from Finsterwolde to
Maastricht. Sonsbeek 71 may be looked upon as a failure or a success, as a
heroic experiment or a series of tragicomical misunderstandings but, be
that as it may, the buiten de perken metaphor has remained a fixed
reference ever since. Thirty years on, this imagery seems to lead a life of its
own, almost like a mould in which the cyclical debate about the social
significance of contemporary art tends to become frozen, often at an early
stage. The desired suspension of the divide between art and life generally
manifests itself as a spatial transgression. Many artists see the public space
outside museums and art institutions as intrinsically more “real”; they
believe that the institutional art context, with its neutralising effect,
somehow does not reach beyond the confines of officially designated
buildings and sites.168
Sonsbeek 71 contributed to this development by taking the
metaphor of transgression as literally as possible and using it to justify the
choice of the most remote and unusual sites and locations. Today the
exhibition is remembered mainly for a number of site-specific and
emblematic works realised far away from the park in Arnhem, such as
Robert Smithson’s Broken Circle/Spiral Hill in a sand quarry near Emmen,
or Robert Morris’ Observatorium outside Velsen (later reconstructed in the
Flevopolder). One suspects that Wim Beeren, the artistic director, and his
staff seriously overestimated the willingness of visitors to travel long
distances in order to see the works in the exhibition. Critics openly
complained about this.
The people of Groningen can experience a little bit of “Sonsbeek” in
their own city, and so can the people of Maastricht. They are not
really going for it yet. The continuation of the successful series of
sculpture exhibitions in the lovely park in Arnhem has indeed gone
completely “off-limits”. We had to make a seven hundred kilometre
trip to see part of the north-eastern section. The weather was nice,
thank you. But the same effort would have brought us halfway to
the Riviera, and that is also something to consider. … At the
Kunstkring in Almelo, open until five o’clock in the afternoon, we
arrived too late. At the University campus in Drienerloo even the
Cf. Paul Kempers, “Weg met de musea”, De Groene Amsterdammer (30
April 1997), 26-29.
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editor of the university newspaper had never heard of an art project
by Richard Serra. It must have been cancelled. Wim Beeren did not
point this out to us when we showed him our planned itinerary. By
now it was too late to see Enschede’s information centre in action.
… It has already become clear that Sonsbeek buiten de perken is a
misunderstanding, albeit an instructive one. Our country is fairly
small, but the art projects have been spread out to such an extent
that few people can get their share of the whole. … The lesson to be
learned is that such a drastic departure from the usual exhibition
format will fail to find an audience. If one intends to present a
number of projects as variations on the theme of spatial
relationships, they should be concentrated within an area of at most
thirty kilometres in diameter.169
Against this background, the decision taken twenty-two years later by the
artistic director of Sonsbeek 93, to restrict the “off-limits” aspect to the city
of Arnhem and its immediate surroundings, would indeed seem wise and
understandable.
Location/dislocation

However, there was more going on in 1971. To represent Sonsbeek buiten de
perken as a diffuse collection of site-specific projects and environments is
one-sided and therefore incorrect. The exhibition featured a discourse in
which the absolute value of geography, location and distance were explicitly
relativised. “Spatial relationships”, the theme of the exhibition, were
expressly meant to include the way communication technologies and the
mass media change the common experience of distance and space.
Just as a sculpture is something “by which we can conceive of
space”, Wim Beeren wrote in the catalogue, so television too is a “means by
which space is experienced” and one of the “elements which make us aware
of the scale that is being employed, which determine how involved we are
with one another, or how detached, and which influence our behaviour.” As
a result of modern technology, the distance between two points had become
fundamentally indeterminate.
Spatial relationships also mean being involved. And the way we are
involved can determine the way they are perceived. What is the
Dolf Welling, “Sonsbeek in ’t noorden: veertig mensen per dag bij foto’s van
Ruscha”, Haagsche Courant (10 July 1971), 19.
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distance between Amsterdam and London? The line between two
abstract points on a map? The space you hurtle through in an
aeroplane? The space that can be experienced somewhat more
rationally when travelled in a train or a boat? The space by day or
by night? Or perhaps the space that is seen through an
intermediary? The space that impresses us on TV, or that hardly
means anything to us any more on the telephone?
To explain why Sonsbeek 71 was no longer a traditional sculpture exhibition
in an urban park, Beeren argued that the media had radically changed our
sense of space.
A considerable proportion of world events are conveyed to us by
these communication media alone. Information is becoming an
almost independent phenomenon. The most solitary events become
fodder for the masses. These communication media have intrigued
artists, too, and they are using them in their own very personal
ways … 170
A major part of the exhibition programme therefore consisted of events
such as screenings of artist’s films and videos, experiments in a wellequipped television studio, graphic interventions by artists in newspapers
and weekly magazines, and public discussions via conference calls. In a way,
the geographical space of the Netherlands was being projected into the
immaterial space of the modern media, with Arnhem as a starting point.
Thus Sonsbeek 71 was an attempt to connect two apparently
contradictory ideas: the interdependence of artwork and location and the
disconnection between the two caused by advanced communication
technology. It presented not only melancholic site-specific works (by Robert
Smithson, Robert Morris, Richard Long, Lex Wechgelaar and Jean-Michel
Sanejouand), but also instances of “information as independent
phenomenon”, such as telegrams from On Kawara (“I am still alive. On
Kawara”), and a video project by Stanley Brouwn (“monitor a: microbes
are moving in a vast number of directions – monitor b: Sonsbeek visitors
are moving in a vast number of directions”).

Wim Beeren, “From exhibition to activity”, cat. Sonsbeek 71, eds. Geert van
Beijeren & Coosje Kapteyn (Arnhem: Stichting Sonsbeek, 1971), vol. 1, 11-12.
Original translation amended.
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Other participating artists took specific locations as their starting
points, only to apply a measure of dislocation – creating an immaterial
connection between two places without deciding which of the two was
primary. In the main hall of Amsterdam’s Central Station, for example, Ger
Dekkers installed a slide projection of “sculptural objects or situations in the
landscape”, further described as “situations that arise in the landscape due
to man-made additions or alterations which are subsequently subjected to
the influences of vegetation, weather conditions, or fauna.”171 In the
Tropenmuseum in Amsterdam, Ger van Elk displayed a small block of wood
that he had painted white on a boat on the Atlantic Ocean, somewhere
between Ireland and Newfoundland. Wim Gijzen took photographs of one
hundred beech trees in Sonsbeek Park and one hundred streets in
Rotterdam; on each of the trees he then attached a photo of one of the
streets, and in each of the streets he displayed a photo of one of the trees.
Was there, in the spirit of 1971, truly any opposition between the
artistic method of dislocation and the site-specific production model? The
opposition may seem less sharp when one considers that both models or
methods contributed to the intended decentralisation of the exhibition.
Beeren’s decision to take the whole country as a potential exhibition area
may have been a response to the increasing scale of art production at the
time, but an important side-effect was that Sonsbeek 71 would have a local
presence in many different regions. As crucial elements in the exhibition,
five independent “information centres” were set up in Groningen,
Maastricht, Enschede, Leiden and Rotterdam. The volunteers running these
centres were to act as co-ordinators in setting up local projects with local
artists. They were free to develop their own programmes. For example,
Rotterdam engaged in projects concerning well-being and environmental
issues, whereas Enschede proposed, among other things, a “tactile project –
a textures itinerary”. The information centres were to report daily to the
Sonsbeek headquarters in Arnhem via telephone and telex; the constant
exchange of information – also involving slide projections and video
screenings – would allow the public anywhere in the Netherlands to keep up
to date with all the (local) projects and programme elements.
171
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In hindsight, it is difficult to tell whether the central committee in
Arnhem actually looked upon the local initiatives as serious and valuable
contributions and treated them accordingly. Beeren and his colleagues may
have been more interested in prominent artists coming over from the
United States than in relatively unknown participants such as Pier van Dijk
from Enschede, who was involved in “the visual realisation of idiomatic
expressions relating to the word ‘brick’”, such as “to go down like a brick”
and “it is raining bricks”.172 Nevertheless, the documentation suggests that
Sonsbeek 71 was genuinely open and decentralised. No traces can be found
of any differentiation, let alone hierarchy, between the primary level (the
works of art) and the secondary level (information about art). The
integration of public sculptures and a communication network was made to
seem possible since all the works of art were already conceived and
considered in terms of information anyway. Sonsbeek buiten de perken was
intended to be an open system of visual art information that could be
consulted by anybody at any moment anywhere in the country.
The complaints of the newspaper critic who travelled seven
hundred kilometres in vain illustrate the gulf that opened up between this
ideal and the reality of the event.173 The dispersal in time and space led to a
fragmented experience; moreover, anybody wanting to “visit” the exhibition
depended on those who had direct access to the relevant information. This
had serious consequences. Whenever the information proved inadequate or
incomplete, the would-be visitor was stymied. Cor Blok, “educational
advisor” to the Sonsbeek committee, had already written in De Groene of 13
March 1971 that contemporary art was to be considered “a specialised field,
meaning that the audience depends for its information on a small group.”174
The opposition mounted by certain groups to Sonsbeek 71 may have been
triggered by their annoyance about this. Contemporary art specialists –
Cat. Sonsbeek 71, vol. 2, 73.
“Neither in Sonsbeek, nor at the various locations around the Netherlands
does the visitor get a clear overall picture of the event,” Carel Blotkamp wrote in Vrij
Nederland; “the communication media and other magic machines available in
Sonsbeek Park and the information centres should have made this possible.”
Blotkamp, “Sonsbeek 1971, een testcase voor de presentatie van moderne kunst”,
Vrij Nederland (31 July 1971), 17.
174
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among whom we should include Cor Blok himself – were suddenly seen as
occupying a dominant position: the audience could not access the art
directly without their mediation. The specialists gave the impression of
having pushed the artists off-stage and taken their place in the limelight.
Lambert Tegenbosch, a critic who fulminated against Sonsbeek 71
in de Volkskrant and in the journal Raam, was particularly angered by the
hermetic language (“phraseological bavardage”) spouted by Beeren and his
team. He also objected to the “smokescreen of publicity” put up around the
organisation with the hired help of critics and journalists such as Cor Blok,
Betty van Garrel and K. Schippers. Tegenbosch felt that this alienated the
public from the art.
Now we only know about the events through the leaflets that
Sonsbeek is circulating by the dozen. It has become an exhibition by
leaflet. This is what’s truly new in the presentation. But it is also the
sign of its failure: Sonsbeekfreundliche support in De Groene, VN
and HP cannot change that.175
The criticism voiced by artists’ union BBK concerning the “elitist” nature of
the exhibition also seems to have been prompted by the shocking discovery
that the fate of art was now in the hands of a select group of experts capable
of mediating between the artist and the public. Members of the BBK
interpreted Cor Blok’s statement that contemporary art had become a
specialist matter as an acknowledgment of the elitist nature of Sonsbeek
buiten de perken.176
The primacy of information

Sonsbeek 71 was intended to introduce the neo-avant-garde of the time to
the general public in the Netherlands. However, the exhibition had the
opposite effect: it demonstrated the unbridgeable divide between
contemporary art specialists and the general public. In many ways, the
175
Lambert Tegenbosch, “De fraseologie van Sonsbeek 71”, Raam 75 (July
1971), 43.
176
Cf. Otto Hamer, “Sonsbeek ’71: vrijheid kanaliseren”, De Groene
Amsterdammer (17 July 1971), 7; and Kees Vollemans, “Sonsbeek gericht op
abstracte individuen”, De Groene Amsterdammer (21 August 1971), 11. For the
BBK’s views on Sonsbeek, see: D. Desjardijn, Voer voor miljoenen. De Aktie BBK en
Sonsbeek buiten de Perken (Amsterdam: Stachelswine Publishers, 1989).
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implications of neo-avant-garde art were difficult to communicate or
explain – more difficult than those of the historical avant-garde art of the
1910s and ’20s. The attitude of artists like Stanley Brouwn, On Kawara and
Carl Andre was much more difficult to digest than Mondrian and Malevich’s
project of transcending physical matter and achieving an all-encompassing
synthesis of art, life and spirituality. They refused to continue compensating
for the marginal position of artists in society by a priestly attitude. The work
of Brouwn, Kawara and other Sonsbeek participants entailed nothing but a
reflection on the conditions of artistic production. This explains how an
external observer could have the impression that specialists had
overpowered the artists. The work of art had become invisible or
unrecognisable without its institutional framework. Carl Andre’s
contribution, entitled Light Wire Circuit, was one of the most radical
examples. He arranged several metres of plastic electrical conduit, picked
up from some building site in Arnhem, in a zigzag shape on the grass of
Sonsbeek Park, interconnected with bits of rope. He had arrived emptyhanded in the Netherlands, just as he would return home empty-handed.
It may very well be that art production as we know it today is
limited in its significance by being tied exclusively to a small group
with its own conventions. This means that there are dividing lines
in society beyond which art can no longer be seen as credible – not
even as a “school of freedom”, because the artist is free only in those
areas where society can afford the luxury of allowing people to do
whatever they feel like doing.177
With a statement like this, published several months before the opening of
the exhibition, Cor Blok had effectively undermined the transgressive
potential of Sonsbeek 71. Readers who might still feel that Blok’s scepticism
was unfounded would get their wake-up call from works in the exhibition
like Light Wire Circuit. These works demonstrated that there was a limit to
artistic autonomy: although artists were completely free to formulate
specific sets of rules for their work – in the case of Andre, “no materials or
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fabrication cost” and “no harm to any living thing”178 – they had come to
depend on the institutional art context to have their output presented and
made visible as art.
One of the stated aims of Sonsbeek 71 was “to stimulate the general
public’s awareness that visual phenomena really exist, and that these
phenomena often relate to space”.179 This ambition was thwarted by the
discovery that the public could not experience anything without first
receiving all the necessary information from specialists and mediators. This
painful discovery had to be suppressed at any price, which is what happened
in the years that followed; this explains why the in situ aspect dominates the
collective memory of the event. The myth of Sonsbeek 71 that has been
created suggests that the exhibition successfully showed how works of art
can be more meaningful and socially effective in public space, or in natural
or non-institutional environments, than inside a museum. In reality,
however, the conclusion at the time was exactly the opposite: Sonsbeek
buiten de perken demonstrated that, once the art context was transformed
into an information and communication network, sites for artworks could
be considered as largely interchangeable.
Spatial dualism

Over the years, the organisers of every new edition of Sonsbeek have been
forced to legitimise their approach by, more or less explicitly, criticising
their predecessors. Sonsbeek buiten de perken was presented as a timely
correction of the tradition, started in 1949, of public sculpture exhibitions in
the eponymous park. Sonsbeek 86 in turn proposed an inversion of the “offlimits” model of 1971; Saskia Bos, the artistic director in 1986, opted for
artists whose work is not so easy to display in the open, or who
consciously distance themselves from the idea of “outdoor
sculpture”. For today, more than ever before, artworks are artificial
products that do not adapt to, let alone blend with, nature.180
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To demonstrate this point, many of the sculptures and installations were
exhibited in small pavilions and glasshouses scattered around the park.
Valerie Smith, in charge of the next edition in 1993, distanced herself
emphatically from both preceding models. She looked upon the artificiality
of Sonsbeek 86 as an outdated strategy.
The art of today has shaken off the preoccupation of the 1980s with
surface beauty and the insignificance of the object. Unhappy with
the individualist art for art’s sake and anything goes mentality of
the last decade, today’s generation of artists confront everyday
reality head-on.
And:
Sonsbeek 93 will not be a bastion of static, immobile works that
merely reflect the hollowness of art itself.
She also dissociated herself from Sonsbeek 71, whose approach she deemed
essentially formalist.
Whereas, in accordance with the spirit of the times, Sonsbeek 71 ...
thematised the notion of process mainly in terms of scale, size and
proportion, Sonsbeek 93 will underline subjective, time and spacerelated dimensions of process. … Unlike Sonsbeek 71, which
stressed the spatial relation between artwork and location, the
artists of Sonsbeek 93 will focus on the invisible factors that
determine the meaning of a location.181
It may come as no surprise that the Sonsbeek organisers of 1971, 1986 and
1993 gave a rather limited and rhetorical account of what their respective
predecessors had intended or achieved, and that these justifications have
become more extensive over the years, from one edition to the next, as the
first edition of the exhibition recedes ever further into the past. In each case,
the retrospective demarcation served to create space for a new version of
Sonsbeek in line with the latest developments and insights in contemporary
art.
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However, the disagreements fail to hide the fact that, in all these
years, the spatial dualism of the inside/outside metaphor – binnen de
perken/buiten de perken – has scarcely been challenged. Both Saskia Bos
and Valerie Smith considered a park as something unreal, similar to a
museum: a cultivated realm or island from which “real life” is generally
excluded: “The park is a constructed piece of property, isolated from the
reality of where people really live.”182 In 1993, however, this shared
conviction prompted the organisers to move the art out of the confines of
the park, whereas in 1986 it led them to do exactly the opposite.
Saskia Bos opted for an innere Emigration inside Sonsbeek Park.
She accepted the constructed landscape of a man-made park, with all its
cultural and historical connotations, as the ideal setting for contemporary
art. Given the theatrical representation of “nature”, the park was a perfect
location for an exhibition that wanted to accentuate rather than hide its own
artificiality. Dictated by the fashionable discourse of the art world in the
mid-1980s, Sonsbeek 86 would emphasise the skin or surface of the work of
art and even favour lack of depth. Works of art were framed by a master
narrative concerning the impossibility of authentic experience and the
coded character of all representation. With Niek Kemps, Ettore Spalletti,
Lili Dujourie, Anish Kapoor and Harald Klingelhöller as the most “typical”
cases, Bos presented artists who constructed gracious yet ephemeral
memorials out of the wreckage of postmodern aesthetics; artists who made
the codes of representation tangible by intentionally applying them in
inappropriate contexts or using them over-literally. She selected objects
whose exterior constituted an elegant lie about the internal construction or
the material used, or that drew the gaze of the viewer inwards only to block
or reject it in the final instance.
After the disenchantment of 1971, it had taken fifteen years for local
conditions in Arnhem once again to favour an edition of Sonsbeek. It may
be tempting to connect the timing of Sonsbeek 86 with the wave of new
forms of contemporary sculpture that appeared in the early 1980s, but this

Valerie Smith, “Notes on Sonsbeek 1993”, in: cat. Sonsbeek 93, ed. Jan
Brand et al. (Ghent: Snoeck Ducaju, 1993), 7.
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does not explain how Sonsbeek 86 relates to the “wash-out” of 1971.183 Did
the organisers of the exhibition have the courage to admit that
contemporary art was the preserve of specialists? The decision to keep the
exhibition inside the confines of the park and to emphasise the artificiality
of the setting would seem to suggest as much.
An even more daring conclusion can be drawn. In the chronicle of
contemporary art exhibitions in Sonsbeek Park, the 1986 edition can be
seen as representing a postponed act of mourning for an authenticity of
experience that was no longer possible – as Sonsbeek 71 had so painfully
demonstrated. This public display of grief was not put together until
contemporary art was finally able to provide a facade for it. Sonsbeek 86
revolved around the melancholic awareness that culture is a matter of signs
referring to other signs, a game of illusions and ineluctable deceit. This
awareness would place the contemporary art “specialists” – conservators,
historians, curators, writers and critics – in an ambivalent position. They
were the ones who possessed – or claimed to possess – the specialised
knowledge needed to decipher the intricate web of symbols and codes. The
complexity of that web was made clear by the many allusions – in both the
production and the reception of works of art – to literature and philosophy.
At the same time, the specialists could not use their knowledge to decipher a
hidden content or secret meaning; the “message” they communicated was,
precisely, that such a secret no longer existed – that there was no message
left to decipher. So, rather than denying their position as mediators between
artist and audience, they demonstrated that – apart from the game of
seduction and representation – there was no content left to communicate.
A significant phenomenon in this respect was the so-called “parallel text”, a
genre that made its appearance in the European art discourse of the second
half of the 1980s. In this subgenre of discursive writing, published in art
magazines and catalogues, an author would not position him or herself
above or below the artist but next to him, as an accomplice, in order to
stage, in a parallel trajectory of literary and philosophical allusions, an
The term “wash-out” (“afknapper”) was used by Cor Blok. See Camiel van
Winkel, “Dertig jaar buiten de perken. Gesprek over Sonsbeek 71 met Cor Blok,
Judith Cahen en Lambert Tegenbosch”, De Witte Raaf 91 (May-June 2001), 19-21.
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independent game of veiled and coded language. The catalogue for
Sonsbeek 86 contains such semi-autonomous texts and essays, surrounded
by excerpts from appropriate literary texts and artists’ writings.
From inside to outside, from outside to inside

In 1986 the illusive and seductive aspects of the work of art were positively
embraced. Seven years later, however, this tendency was reversed with
equal force and emphasis. Sonsbeek 93 was marked by an obsession with
content and subject matter. Valerie Smith made a serious case for the
existential significance of contemporary art, especially in relation to the
lives of those not professionally involved. For her, the cultivated nature and
artificiality of the park were a reason to force a way out: a way into the social
fabric of the city of Arnhem. Rather than surrendering to a Sundayish state
of exceptionality, the exhibition attempted to penetrate the mundane sphere
of everyday life.
For Smith, the in situ model – the fusion of artwork and location –
was not a goal in itself but a means to establish an interaction between art
and its social context. She stated: “The work must create meaning from and
for the place in which it exists.” This amounted to a barely disguised
instruction to all the artists participating in the show:
Artists working within urban or rural situations must consider the
history of the place, the people who frequent [it] or circulate there,
and the dominant activities of that particular locality. 184
Ignoring the pitfalls of arrogance and paternalism, Smith felt morally
entitled to attempt to create a new place for art in society. In her eagerness
to do battle for her cause she chose the arena as a metaphor.
For Sonsbeek 93, Smith has conceived of an arena in which artists
will reframe identities through their confrontation with an
unfamiliar place, or with the notion of place. In this arena the limits
of artisthood and the work of art will be put to the test. The main
focus will be on a dialogue with public areas in the city of Arnhem.
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The identity of the city will be re-examined and redefined from
outside.185
Statements like these reveal the crucial difference between this
breakthrough and the one attempted in 1971. Whereas Sonsbeek buiten de
perken was about the movement away from a centre – the former
“sculpture park” – towards a margin or periphery, Sonsbeek 93 performed a
shift in the opposite direction: from the margin – the specialised domain of
contemporary art – to the heart of society, where the “real” lives of “real”
people were assumed to be taking place. Thus the site-specific model of
Sonsbeek 93 was meant to suppress a notion or insight that had first
manifested itself, with such dire consequences, on the occasion of Sonsbeek
71: the notion that contemporary art, in the words of Cor Blok, is “a
specialised field” whose audience “depends for its information on a small
group”. By instructing artists to take up the political, social and cultural
issues that matter to people in their everyday lives, curators such as Valerie
Smith hoped to conceal the fact that they, the contemporary art specialists,
and the institutional apparatus backing them had become an indispensable
link between artists and their audience. In the 1990s the notion of art as a
specialised field was felt to be socially undesirable: art had to produce a
deep experience of real content – non-art-related, unfiltered, unmediated
content, here and now.
Visitors to Sonsbeek 93 will not be able to avoid the immediacy of
the experience. They will move from inside to outside, from high to
low, from here to there and back again, traversing a multitude of
different spaces and atmospheres. The centre will be everywhere
and nowhere – at each and every exhibition site simultaneously.
The structure of Sonsbeek 93 will be revealed only in each visitor’s
individual odyssey.186
Of course, this was a case of wishful thinking. Nobody was actually in a
position to experience the exhibition without first visiting the official
information centre and starting point in Villa Sonsbeek; nobody would have
been able to locate the in situ works without first collecting their copy of the
185
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special Sonsbeek map that showed the locations of all the works and
contained information about bus lines, bicycle routes, car parks etcetera.
Without such detailed information, the artworks were not only hard to find
but – more importantly – often undetectable as such. A pile of books on a
bookstore table (Allen Ruppersberg), a red fence with peepholes (Andreas
Siekmann), a series of wooden benches in the park (Pawel Althamer) ....
Anyone who did not know that these objects were works of art would
probably ignore them and walk straight past; on the other hand, anyone
who did know would feel like an extremely privileged or cultured tourist.
Even if some of the participating artists had indeed managed to “reframe
identities”, very little concrete evidence was available on the spot. The
subtlety of the interventions was such that the impact on everyday life
remained negligible; yet the legitimation of Sonsbeek 93 as a cultural event
was based on the assumption of rich external effects.
For this edition of Sonsbeek, the entire city was subjected to a
museological model of publicness – a model grounded on overview,
documentation, co-ordination and information. Exhibition visitors were to
move around Arnhem in exactly the same way as they would move around
the Louvre or New York’s Museum of Modern Art, carrying a floor plan and
looking for Room X or artist Y.
Didn’t the same apply to Sonsbeek buiten de perken? Yes, it did, but
with one crucial difference: the success of the 1971 exhibition did not
require the information aspect to be denied or suppressed. On the contrary,
as explained above, the works of art were to a large extent integrated in the
information network. Starting from the dialectics of location and
dislocation, Sonsbeek buiten de perken proposed a model of the experience
of art in which distances did not need to be covered physically. In principle,
both the curators and most of the participating artists considered the
experience of art and the gathering of information as equivalents.
An inconvenience made bearable

Thus the historical importance of successive Sonsbeek exhibitions proves to
be related to the intertwining fates of the contemporary artist and the
contemporary art specialist. There is concrete evidence for this. The
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specialists involved in the organisation of Sonsbeek buiten de perken
included many who would occupy key positions in the Dutch art and
museum world in the years to come: Wim Beeren, Rudi Oxenaar, Cor Blok,
Frans Haks, Hein van Haaren, Judith Cahen, Peter Struycken, Martin
Visser, Evert van Straaten, Benno Premsela and Geert van Beijeren, to name
just the best-known, plus a number of lesser-known people involved in the
local information centres. Most of these specialists were in their thirties and
only in the early stages of their careers. It is hardly an exaggeration to say
that they lost their innocence in the process of organising Sonsbeek 71 and
that the memory of the experience may have influenced their later
professional activities. There seems to have been an unconscious Sonsbeek
trauma.
A major cause of this trauma lay in the implications of neo-avantgarde art, as mentioned previously. The problem was not just how to make
the general public understand and accept these implications. The art world
specialists committed to the neo-avant-garde also discovered that they had
manoeuvred themselves into a rather awkward position. Suddenly the art
itself no longer offered a warm blanket to cloak the institutional skeleton of
art production. On the contrary, the most radical artists did nothing but
reflect that skeleton (and their own dependence on it), in order to present
that reflection as a work of art.
None other than than Lambert Tegenbosch, the traditionallyminded art critic who campaigned extensively against Sonsbeek buiten de
perken, was the first to point out these consequences. In an article analysing
the “misleading affair” of Sonsbeek, he identified the museological
condition inherent in seemingly anti-institutional works of art.
We have now arrived at the point where the museum is the
irrevocable destiny of all art. From the Egyptian art of the pyramids
to primitive art meant to appease the gods – everything, whatever
purpose it once served, will finally end up in that place where it
serves no purpose at all. Where, in fact, a lack of purpose has slowly
risen to be the quintessence of all art. In the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries (and even today in the artistic subculture that is
officially ignored) art served as a means to present the artist
himself, his individuality, his exceptionality, in the midst of a
culture considered to be inhuman, and furthermore as a means to
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establish the reign of Art, whatever that may be. And even these
products have ended up in the museum. The artists participating in
Sonsbeek work for nothing but this museological condition. It may
be anti-art, it certainly has nothing to do with their individuality
any more, it may be whatever it wants to be, as long as it has a
museumish quality. That is the progress art has made. … Whoever
follows the avant-garde is always on the right track. And the track of
the avant-garde can be easily found: in the avant-garde museum –
the museum that no longer conserves and exhibits, but stimulates.
The grave has become the engine. 187
Despite the bitterness of his tone, Tegenbosch put his finger on the
irrevocable conditioning of art production, which made the audience
depend on the information of specialists. According to Tegenbosch, this had
brought art into a “fatally embarrassed” state.
The awkward position of contemporary art specialists, who no
longer felt supported by the art itself, persisted until the end of the 1970s. At
that point, a young generation of artists appeared on the scene who were
prepared to fill the painful vacuum. The so-called neue Wilde from
Germany and the transavanguardia from Italy produced art that
apparently spoke for itself; it came labelled as direct, uncomplicated,
spontaneous, expressive and accessible. Most importantly, it was
immediately recognisable as art. With their visually and pictorially lavish
work, these artists – mostly painters – satisfied a general desire for
sensuality in art. The Dutch art scene had its own, home-grown variety of
“nieuwe wilden”, who produced the right work and had the right mentality
to help contemporary art specialists out of their predicament. The artists
presented themselves as autonomous and self-supporting; they set up and
ran their own (semi-illegal yet often tolerated) studio and exhibition spaces
in squats.188 For the art specialists, the appearance of this young generation
came just in time. The artists immediately received all the credit and
institutional support they needed. In the Netherlands, young German and
Italian artists were given their first museum exhibitions in Museum
Boymans-van Beuningen (Rotterdam) and the Groninger Museum
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(Groningen), institutions that were directed at the time by two Sonsbeek 71
masterminds: Wim Beeren and Frans Haks.189
In the thirty years that have passed since Sonsbeek buiten de
perken, institutional forces in the Netherlands and abroad have collectively
attempted to cover up the conditions exposed by the neo-avant-garde.
However, the rapid expansion and professionalisation of the contemporary
art industry soon made it difficult to deny that the field of contemporary art
was mainly a specialist’s domain. The only way to make this tolerable was to
represent the artist as a professional too.
The idea that visual art is a specific metier had nevertheless been
refuted as early as the 1960s. By then it had become clear that there are no
general criteria left by which to judge what constitutes a work of art. Radical
examples by Carl Andre, On Kawara, Ger van Elk, Stanley Brouwn and
many others signalled the end of visual art as a metier. Their work
demonstrated that, in principle, anything – any object, any process, any
event – can be a work of art, provided there is an artist who decides that it is
and presents it as such to an audience. The downside of this state of
indetermination is that contemporary art no longer represents any
generalised expertise that artists as a group can collectively fall back upon.
Developments over recent decades show clear attempts to deny or
reverse this condition. In the 1980s, artists, critics, curators, theorists and
other specialists tried to re-establish the visual and pictorial expertise of
contemporary art. The early years of the decade were characterised by a
quasi-anthropological discourse about the mythical or magical function of
images.190 This was based on a supposedly existential need – a “hunger for
images”191 – in combination with the presumed authenticity of creative
individuals. This naïve discourse did not last very long. By the time of
Sonsbeek 86 it had already been explicitly repudiated. What was left of it in
the sphere of artistic production was mostly an empty shell. The notion of
Group exhibitions by young Italian artists took place in the Groninger
Museum in 1980 and in the Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam in 1980-81. Group
exhibitions by their German counterparts were held in the Groninger Museum in
1981 and in Museum Boymans-van Beuningen in 1982.
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visual expertise survived – even if this only resulted in an increasingly
refined decoration of the empty shell.
The next decade was characterised by an institutionally supported
campaign for the re-acknowledgment of the social expertise of
contemporary art. Sonsbeek 93 counts among the exhibitions and projects
that marked the beginning of that campaign, which climaxed in the
activities of artists’ collectives such as Superflex from Denmark and
WochenKlausur from Vienna. While using the infrastructure of the art
world, these collectives endeavour to develop solutions to concrete social
problems, ranging from environmentally friendly energy systems for a
village in Tanzania to language courses for refugees from Kosovo.192 Such
well-intended projects barely hide the schizophrenia at their root: on the
one hand, these artists profit from the recognition achieved by the avantgarde that anything can be a work of art; on the other, they pretend that the
significance and value of their work does not depend on the art context.
Today, the fact that these assumptions contradict each other may not be
evident to more than a handful of the people involved. In that respect, the
state of collective denial that has developed over the last thirty years is now
remarkably complete.
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2. The Obsession with a Pure Idea

For a variety of reasons I don’t like the term “conceptual art”.
Connotations of an easy dichotomy with perception are obvious and
inappropriate. The unfortunate implication is of a somewhat
magical/mystical leap from one mode of existence to another. The
problem is the confusion of idealism and intention. By creating an
original fiction “conceptualism” posits its special non-empirical
existence as a positive (transcendent) value. But no amount of
qualification (or documentation) can change the situation. Outside
the spoken word, no thought can exist without a sustaining support.
193

A spectre haunts the chronicles of modern art: the unrealisable yet everrecurring fantasy of a work of art that consists of nothing but an idea. In
1961, Henry Flynt talked about “an art of which the material is ‘concepts,’ as
the material of e.g. music is sound”.194 The movement that is termed
“conceptual art” is simply the result of the premature historicisation of this
fantasy.
The impossibility of conceptual art is already implicit in Flynt’s
formulation. The analogy between sound as the raw material of music and
concepts as the raw material of “conceptual art” comes unstuck because
sounds are perceptible whereas concepts are not. Without a material
medium, nobody can be aware of any concept. “Conceptual artists” – I will
abandon the inverted commas in the rest of my text – have tackled this
impasse in an impossible way: they have treated it as conceptual material to
make art with. Owing to a combination of circumstances, the second half of
the 1960s witnessed a whole series of these paradoxical attempts. Obvious
examples are Mel Ramsden’s Secret Painting from 1967-1968 (“The content
of this painting is invisible; the character and dimension of the content are
to be kept permanently secret, known only to the artist”) and Robert Barry’s
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Telepathic Piece from 1969 (“During the exhibition I will try to
communicate telepathically a work of art, the nature of which is a series of
thoughts that are not applicable to language or image”). These examples are
already strong enough to suggest that artists who want to purify the content
of their work by eliminating everything that is not content are in danger of
ending up with straightforward formalism. If Barry and Ramsden were
wanting to make an ironic comment on the work of painters such as Frank
Stella, they seem in retrospect to have become the butt of their own joke.
Barry’s recourse to paranormal methods only corroborates the esotericism
of Ramsden’s secret painting. That also seems to be the only “content” that
these works still manage to convey.
Because it is hardly possible to re-stage such extreme positions, the
conceptual art fantasy has often adopted the guise of a rigorous detachment
of mental from physical effort, a separation between conception and
execution. This strategy was not limited to the illustrious period from 1966
to 1972. No history of conceptual art would be complete without László
Moholy-Nagy’s telephone paintings of 1922 or Jeff Koons’s polychrome
sculptures of 1988, even though both these cases are somewhat contentious.
In 1922 I ordered by telephone from a sign factory five paintings in
porcelain enamel. I had the factory’s color chart before me and I
sketched my paintings on graph paper. At the other end of the
telephone the factory supervisor had the same kind of paper,
divided into squares. He took down the dictated shapes in the
correct position. 195
Witnesses later alleged that Moholy-Nagy did not give his instructions over
the telephone but delivered them in person; it seems more important,
however, that by then it was already technically and artistically conceivable
for an artist to leave the realisation of his or her work to some third party,
and to translate the “concept” of the work into “information” that could be
communicated using a modern technological medium such as the
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telephone. The Dada Almanach of 1920 similarly extols the virtues of
telephone instructions for the manufacture of paintings.196
At the other end of the twentieth century, we find the life-size
wooden and porcelain sculptures of Jeff Koons, executed to the artist’s
specifications by German and Italian craftsmen. The vulgar and backward
connotations of the mass-production workplaces contracted by Koons are at
odds with Moholy-Nagy’s forward-looking vision. Some of the contradictory
impulses to which the conceptual art fantasy was subject during the 66
intervening years can be found in Koons’s ambiguous position regarding the
authorship of these works. He had the wood carver or ceramist responsible
for the work sign the plinth, but he placed his own signature on the work as
well — invisibly, on the underside of the object.
I have them sign it because I want them to give me 100%, to exploit
themselves. I also like not being physically involved because I feel
that, if I am, I become lost in my own physicality. I get misdirected
toward my true initiative so that it becomes masturbative. 197
Although Koons did not trust himself with the manual work and wanted to
get the very best from the artisans, he also felt that he could not leave
anything up to them:
... I could not give these people that freedom. I mean, how can I let
them do it; these people aren’t artists. So, I had to do the creating. I
did everything. I directed every color; I made color charts. This has
to be pink, this has to be blue. Everything! Every leaf, every flower,
every stripe, every aspect. 198
To think of these works as conceptual pieces has proved not to be selfevident – at least not for all of Koons’s commentators. The reasons for this
are clear: the works in question are overly visual and extravagant and
contain too many Pop and kitsch elements. By the 1980s “conceptual art”
had already changed from a procedural category into a stylistic
qualification. It had come to stand for a difficult, austere, frugal and
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disciplined kind of art, for an either sloppy and careless or stiff and
academic form of visual poverty. Moreover, as a cynical populist, Koons is
far removed from the ideology and lifestyle that we now tend to associate
with conceptual artists. Conceptual art is supposed to be historically
connected with the spirit of ’68, with the protest against the war in Vietnam
and with rebellion against paternalistic authorities.
Chinese Walls

The interpretation of conceptual art as an historical phenomenon has to a
large extent been guided by a single book: Lucy Lippard’s Six Years: The
Dematerialization of the Art Object from 1966 to 1972, published in 1973.
The success of this publication resulted in the obsession with
dematerialisation – the reduction of the artwork to nothing more than an
idea – being spread far and wide. As a consequence, little consideration has
ever been given to indications that the strictest conceptual artists arrived at
the very opposite: instead of dematerialising the object, they seemed to
hypostasise the concept – to represent it as a concrete thing. Christine
Kozlov painted the text A MOSTLY RED PAINTING with white paint on a
red canvas. Joseph Kosuth had the words FIVE WORDS IN BLUE NEON
realised in blue neon lights. “Frozen” concepts like these constitute the most
straightforward interpretation of conceptual art.
The dematerialisation of the art object is an idée fixe in the
reception of conceptual art. The examples by Kozlov and Kosuth
demonstrate that the separation of conception and execution did not make
the latter into something less important – on the contrary, it became the
chief issue. Looking back, many of the artists concerned seem to have been
obsessed by the manual processing of physical material. When asked what
his work was about, Lawrence Weiner once replied “materials”.199 Although
he qualified this by saying that he was more interested “in the idea of the
material than in the material itself”,200 this too points to a heightened rather
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than reduced consideration for the material. It seems appropriate here to
refer to the idealisation of the art object rather than its dematerialisation.
The works that Lawrence Weiner is still making to this day
essentially stem from the inversion of the relationship between his early
sculptures and their titles. This reversal initially occurred in 1968, during an
exhibition in the grounds of Windham College in Putney, Vermont.
Weiner’s “sculptural” contribution to the exhibition was exhaustively
described in its title: A SERIES OF STAKES SET IN THE GROUND AT
REGULAR INTERVALS TO FORM A RECTANGLE — TWINE STRUNG
FROM STAKE TO STAKE TO DEMARK A GRID — A RECTANGLE
REMOVED FROM THIS RECTANGLE. After the work had been damaged
by students who needed space for sports, Weiner realised that repair was
unnecessary, because the title held all the essential information for the work
to be able to survive.201 Ever since this turning-point in his career, Weiner’s
works have been “linguistic constructions” that do not need a material
interpretation – for example, A TWO INCH WIDE ONE INCH DEEP
TRENCH CUT ACROSS A STANDARD ONE-CAR DRIVEWAY, or ONE
QUART EXTERIOR GREEN INDUSTRIAL ENAMEL THROWN ON A
BRICK WALL. For him, anyone is free to materialise the concept at any
given moment. In some cases, when requested to do so by curators, Weiner
has produced a material version himself, but usually his sculptures only
exist as text. In an interview dating from 1969, he emphasises the
fundamental importance of the possibility of executing the concept: “If [the
works] were not possible to be built, they would negate the choice of the
receiver as to whether they were built or not.” But the work remains the
same: “Whether [people] build it or not in no way affects the work.”202
Weiner’s linguistic constructions are always intrinsically complete;
they describe the material result of an action rather than the action itself.
He refuses to give instructions and avoids the use of the imperative. “My
own art never gives directions, only states the work as an accomplished
fact.” 203 And further, “To use the imperative would be for me fascistic... The
Cat. Reconsidering the Object of Art: 1965-1975, ed. Ann Goldstein and
Anne Rorimer (Los Angeles: Museum of Contemporary Art, 1996), 222.
202
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tone of command is the tone of tyranny.”204 Without their corresponding
state of completion, the text version and the material version of a particular
work could never be equally valid or function in a parallel way.
Although the political context of conceptual art was permeated by
anti-authoritarian notions, Weiner stood relatively alone in his rejection of
the instructional form. At various levels, that form was often employed in
1960s conceptual art. At the time, the instruction must have seemed the
ideal means to separate physical “labour” from mental effort. Although this
was already the case when Moholy-Nagy telephoned a sign factory in 1922,
the conceptual artists of the 1960s emancipated the instruction and took it
to the extreme. In certain cases, the instruction took the place of the
realised work of art. This made the division of labour between inventor and
implementor the most important thing.
Between 1966 and 1968 John Baldessari hired a sign painter to
make a series of paintings consisting of a text or a text with a photograph.
The sign painter was given precise instructions; Baldessari dictated what
was to be done.
Important was that I was the strategist. Someone else built and
primed the canvases and took them to the sign painter, the texts are
quotations from art books, and the sign painter was instructed not
to attempt to make attractive artful lettering but to letter the
information in the most simple way. 205
In many cases, the text fragments used in these paintings themselves take
the form of instructions — instructions which, once transferred to the
canvas, seem to be directed to the person viewing the work. For example,
Composing on a Canvas instructs the viewer to study paintings in a
systematic fashion:
Study the composition of paintings. Ask yourself questions when
standing in front of a well-composed picture. What format is used?
What is the proportion of width to height?
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and so on. In other works, Baldessari presents a textual analogy of a
“compelling” painting – “The spectator is compelled to look directly down
the road and into the middle of the picture” – or of a minimal, reductionist
painting: “A work with only one property.” The last example suggests that
Baldessari’s objective was highly paradoxical: a painting executed as the
material evidence of a concept that amounts to the negation of the painting.
John Baldessari instructed his public in a disturbing, ironic
manner. Lawrence Weiner probably overlooked that possibility when he
dismissed the instructional form. Nonetheless, Baldessari’s paintings are no
less serious as art proposals than the linguistic constructions by Weiner.
What the two artists have in common is that their obsession with making –
the manual processing of physical material – is still framed by a given
medium: either painting or sculpture. There was evidently a tendency in
1960s conceptual art to develop a radical method by which a credible result
could still be achieved within traditional art media, instead of rejecting
those media altogether. This method often involved a proposal in the form
of a descriptive text referring to the handling of materials or objects.
Whereas Weiner used this form to renounce his authority as an artist, while
still being able to make art, Baldessari used it to reformulate his artistic
authority, namely as a strategist who organised others to do the work for
him. (He similarly engaged a number of amateur painters for his 1969
Commissioned Paintings.)
Some artists working in this period gave instructions to themselves,
but essentially with the same goal: to salvage the idea of meaningful artistic
work. Some of them phrased instructions explicitly, while others kept them
implicit; some formulated a specific instruction for every new work, others
made do with a single instruction for several years. When Carl Andre was
asked to contribute to the Sonsbeek buiten de perken exhibition (1971), he
instructed himself in the following manner: “no materials or fabrication
cost” and “no harm to any living thing”. 206 In his Today Paintings (1966- ),
On Kawara’s self-imposed rule was that they had to be completed within a
day; if he did not succeed, he would destroy the unfinished painting
immediately. The basis for Vito Acconci’s Following Piece (1969) was the
206
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assignment that the artist set himself to follow a random person on the
street until he or she entered a private space. Douglas Huebler’s Variable
Piece #111 (1974) was based on the artist’s rule of making a close-up shot of
a mannequin while standing in front of a shop window and then
photographing the passer-by who most resembled that mannequin within
the next ten seconds. In these examples, there is still a division of labour
between inventor and implementer, even if the same person plays both
roles. The artist splits himself in two, to the extent that the instructions
cannot be changed once the execution of the work has begun. The interim
evaluation of the result will not lead to an adaptation of the concept. In fact,
the artist refrains from evaluating the process altogether: every result or
outcome is a good result. The instruction must be performed to the best of
the artist’s abilities, and the results presented as clinically as possible. In
1967, Sol LeWitt described this “Chinese Wall” as follows:
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 usually free from the
dependence on the skill of the artist as a craftsman. 207

A straight line

Sol LeWitt wrote his manifesto on conceptual art in 1967. Thirty-five years
have passed since then, but there are still young artists appearing on the
scene whose work is presented as “conceptual”. What makes this label so
attractive nowadays? What is the success of conceptual art based upon?
As early as 1973, Seth Siegelaub and Lucy Lippard, two important
agents of the first generation, expressed their disappointment and
frustration with what conceptual art had managed to achieve. At that point
they felt it was obvious that the intended transformation of the art system
had failed. The desire to eliminate the commodification of art had proved to
be unrealistic: dealers were still dealing, even in “dematerialised” art and
Sol LeWitt, “Paragraphs on Conceptual Art”, Artforum 5:10 (Summer
1967), 79-84; repr. in: Alberro and Stimson, eds., Conceptual Art: A Critical
Anthology, 12-16 (quote on 12).
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often with the endorsement of the artists themselves. Radical ideas
developed by conceptual artists concerning the relationship between the
work of art and its audience had gone largely unnoticed beyond a small,
well-informed elite, and thus failed to find general acceptance; the
breakthrough to a wider audience had never happened. 208 This also applies
to the reception of conceptual art in the Netherlands. Sonsbeek buiten de
perken was seen as a failure by organisers and sympathisers alike; the work
of conceptual artists was received with ridicule and incomprehension. When
it was over, a sorely disappointed Wim Beeren withdrew from the museum
world for a number of years. 209
The “success” of conceptual art should thus be regarded as
primarily an internal success. As a set of ideas and an artistic mentality, it
spread itself efficiently through academies and art schools in Europe and
North America. From the 1960s on, Michael Asher, Stanley Brouwn, Daniel
Buren, Jan Dibbets, Bernd Becher, John Baldessari and other pioneers of
conceptual art trained many art students in an institutional context. It is
perhaps no coincidence that conceptual artists often turned out to be good
teachers: they were in a sense already specialised in the detached analysis of
the fundamental issues of art production and artistic expertise. If the
separation of mental and physical labour and the use of the instruction as
an artistic form were to have an impact anywhere, it would be in the
training of young artists.
It is partly due to this prolonged survival of conceptual art within
the academic curriculum that, apart from a vague sense of intellectuel
merit, the label identifying a contemporary work of art as “conceptual” no
longer has any real meaning. Nowadays, artists learn during their training
to present their work in a “correct” fashion – i.e. in terms of self-reflection
and contextual analysis. The following passage is taken from a subsidy
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application by Maziar Afrassiabi, born in 1973 in Tehran and educated at
the Utrecht School of the Arts (HKU) from 1993 to 1997:
My work process is characterised by the quest for expressive styles
in order to problematise the “creative” activity and the relevance of
“meaning”, and thus to develop images that are a solution for the
problematised object/subject relationship in visual art and, in
general, in the recognition of the “Identity”. The a-chronological
broaching of (art) history in order to temporarily mark my position
within or outside it. In this way I can move freely from context to
content and vice versa. ... For me it is very important that my work
should be a result of encounters between different levels of
experience and thought within the representation. 210
A statement like this suggests that today any well-educated artist can pass
for conceptual. The separation of conception and execution seems to have
turned into a general precondition for artists to successfully articulate their
position in the art world. The representation and promotion of art make it
crucial for artists to reflect on the context of their practice. In the meantime,
to contract out the execution of a work has become a standard option for
artists and in many cases it makes little or no difference to the content of
the work whether they do or not.
The impossibility of attributing a specific meaning to the label
“conceptual” with regard to contemporary art production has a retroactive
effect on the interpretation of conceptual art of the past. If there ever was a
strong foundation for the delineation of this movement, it now seems to
have disappeared for good. On reflection, Sol LeWitt’s stipulation that all
the decisions should be made before realisation can begin could also be
applied to the work of minimalists such as Donald Judd and Tony Smith.
(Smith had his 1962 work Die, a six-foot steel cube, executed on the basis of
telephone instructions: “I didn’t make a drawing; I just picked up the phone
and ordered it.” 211) The elusive position of Carl Andre and Robert Morris
also suggests that the categorical distinction – and even antagonism –
between minimal and conceptual art must have been established after the
fact. Early works by Morris, such as his 1962 Cardfile, anticipate typically
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conceptual procedures. 212 The rigid distinction between art for the eye and
art for the brain starts to collapse in the light of the knowledge that mental
and physical work were separated even in op art: Bridget Riley has had
assistants paint for her since 1961. 213 The same holds for the systematic
distinction between conceptual art and the instruction pieces of the Fluxus
movement. Around 1960, La Monte Young wrote “compositions” that
consisted of a short, one-line instruction, such as “Draw a straight line and
follow it” (Composition 1960 #10) or “Turn a butterfly (or any number of
butterflies) loose in the performance area” (Composition 1960 #5). George
Brecht took this idea one step further with his “word pieces” and “event
scores”. The kinship between conceptual art and Fluxus evolved partly out
of post-serial music practices, in which the fixed division of labour between
inventor and implementer — composer and performer — was challenged by
experiments with chance and aleatoric structures. The interaction and
collaboration between composers, choreographers, performers and artists
such as Young, Brecht, Yoko Ono, Yvonne Rainer and Robert Morris in the
early 1960s generated important procedural models for the conceptual art
movement that was to follow. The substitution of a completed work by an
open instruction, to be executed by a random person at a random time and
place, is the most important of these models. John Cage, whose composition
lessons were followed by Brecht and various other Fluxus artists in the late
1950s, gave a crucial impetus to this development. His 1952 composition
4’33” might be regarded as the Ur-model of the maxim “any result is a good
result”. 214
Non-events

Meanwhile, the obsessive fantasy of a work of art that consists of nothing
but an idea has not been suppressed by historical or theoretical
considerations. There is a constant flow of artists who want to share this
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fantasy with their audience, and for whom the designation “conceptual
artist” is like a cool marketing tool. Sometimes they are good for a little
fracas and some publicity, as witness the recent uproar caused by The
Lights Going On and Off, the work that got Martin Creed the Turner Prize
in December 2001. The work consisted of an empty room in which the lights
went on and off. Other artists protested against the decision of the jury to
award the prestigious prize to Creed and his “gimmick” at the expense of
“painters and sculptors with real creative talent”. 215 The winning artist had
given his opponents ammunition with the memorable statement: “It’s true,
anyone can do it... It’s just I’m better than anyone else at it.” 216
One of George Brecht’s 1961 “event scores” bears the title Three
Lamp Events. The complete text reads:
THREE LAMP EVENTS.
* on. off.
* lamp.
* off. on.
Martin Creed’s prize-winning work could in theory be understood as a
realisation or interpretation of Brecht’s “score” of 40 years earlier. However,
what makes this connection less credible – apart from the fact that Brecht’s
name was never mentioned – is most notably the aura of “new, hip and
unique” that emanated from Creed’s presentation. Press photos of The
Lights Going On and Off showed the artist standing in an empty museum
space, dressed in a dandyish outfit, his eyes fixed on the ceiling lights.
Ever since the historical failure of conceptual art, acknowledged by
Siegelaub and Lippard in 1973, the spectre of a completely dematerialised
work of art has tended to appear against a backdrop of deception and fraud.
Martin Creed’s stunt is just the umpteenth version of it. Scandals large and
small relating to rip-offs and plagiarism often involve artists with a
conceptual status, such as Damien Hirst and Rob Scholte. In these cases,
the irritation among colleagues and the public is intensified by the fact that
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apparently unskilled artists are managing to make a lot of money by doing
almost nothing.
Affairs like these point to a great unease in dealing with the
conceptual heritage. The historical effect of conceptual art manifests itself
in two separate and contradictory tendencies. Its characteristic formats –
such as text panels, photographic documentation, temporary “situations”,
performances, etc. – are now part of the toolbox available to any
contemporary artist. However, the criteria used to judge works of art have
never been adjusted in the spirit of conceptual art. This explains why art
since the mid-1970s has become increasingly vulnerable to accusations of
plagiarism.
The efforts of artists like Lawrence Weiner were still explicitly
aimed at making art transcend value judgements in terms of creativity,
originality and innovation. He and his colleagues wanted to dismantle the
normalising effect of such criteria. Instead, the reception of works of art was
to be determined to a much greater extent by the personal input and
initiative of those on the receiving end.
People, buying my stuff, can take it 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 I had made it. ... If art has a general aspect to
it and if someone receives a work in 1968 and chooses to have it
built, then either tires of looking at it or needs the space for a new
television set, he can erase it. If – in 1975 – he chooses to have it
built again – he has a piece of 1975 art. As materials change, the
person who may think about the art, as well as the person who has
it built, approach the material itself in a contemporary sense and
help to negate the preciousness of 1968 materials…. 217
When considering the uproar surrounding Martin Creed and the Turner
Prize, one must acknowledge that the supposed fiasco of conceptual art
entails more than a failure to blow up the art market. In essence, all
institutions involved in professional quality judgments – not just the
market, but also art criticism, the museum, and the discipline of art history
– have successfully shielded themselves from the implications of conceptual
217
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art. The intended separation of conception and execution – the replacement
of a realised work by an open description or instruction – threatened to
destroy the very foundation of quality judgement. If every execution is a
good execution and any result a good result, what else is there to say about
it? The disregard of conceptual artists for the accepted modernist quality
criteria undermined and ridiculed the position of everyone involved in
judging works of art.
However, this threat was short-lived; by the mid-1970s the status
quo had been restored. Only within the academy – the protected sphere of
institutionalised art instruction – have conceptual artists successfully
propagated their ideas. There, they have had a direct and unconditional
influence.
The periodic recurrence of the fantasy of a completely dematerialised work
of art cannot change the fact that conceptual art is a historical phenomenon.
Conceptual art has entered the annals of twentieth-century art as one
movement among many, without its implications for quality judgement
having had any lasting impact on the way the history of that twentiethcentury art is written. This two-pronged effect has created an impasse for
the critical formation of judgements about contemporary works of art. In
the 1990s, well-educated young artists like Douglas Gordon and Gillian
Wearing came up with variations on historical examples of conceptual art
(including work by Douglas Huebler). In most cases, these new works were
too innocent to be considered plagiarism and too shallow to be read as
commentary. At the same time, the heroes of yesterday have also continued
to produce work themselves – some of them endlessly embroidering on a
basic 35-year-old pattern, others stitching on an equally infinite chain of
retro-innovations, the consistency of which will only be obvious to
themselves. What these young and old artists have in common is that they
can easily shrug off any criticism of their work as a symptom of nostalgia for
the 1960s. It is all the more pressing, therefore, that critics, theoreticians
and historians set themselves the task of developing “post-conceptual”
criteria for judging contemporary works of art in a convincing way.
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Part II: Conceptual Art in a Visual World
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3. Information and Visualisation: The Artist as
Designer

While Jeff is perfectly nice, bordering on the goofy, and loves to chat
about the complexities of his little factory, one can’t escape his
fundamental lack of soul. Koons is a reverse chameleon, whose
colors flee into the objects around him, leaving him pale and bare.
He’s not so much a kid who never grew up as a kid who never had
the chance to live like one, and now must elaborately fake it from
hunger. You wouldn’t want to be inside his skin.218
The mockery that critics and artists reserve for Jeff Koons is more than an
innocent side-effect of his fame. Koons is despised and hated – and not just
due to his clever marketing tricks. He is hated because he undercuts the
dearest truths of contemporary art, precisely by inflating them into
grotesque platitudes. The work of art is a visual communication. The artist
wants to convey something to the public. The visual appearance of the
work is subordinate to the underlying ideas. Such commonplaces are so
deeply ingrained in our conception of art and artists that their objective
truth is only contested by the occasional person who feels uncomfortable
with the excess of positive intentions. But the embarrassment suddenly
becomes complete when it is Jeff Koons who voices them – Koons, the artist
who has assistants paint pictures of doughnuts, toys and plastic balloons.
Koons has turned shamelessness into a universal principle. He
wants to make people feel good about themselves and to increase their selfconfidence. The work of art should bring people together instead of driving
them apart. “My work will use everything that it can to communicate. It will
use any trick; it’ll do anything – absolutely anything – to communicate and
to win the viewer over.” Koons believes that his work can reach educated as
well as uneducated audiences. He does not want anyone to feel excluded.
“Even the most unsophisticated people are not threatened by it; they aren’t
threatened that this is something they have no understanding of.” Artists
with politically correct ideas about social context and interaction,
Charlie Finch, “Jeff Koons’ Celebration. A Royal Flush Special”,
http://www.artnet.com, 5 December 1997.
218

110

attempting to reach a new public outside the established institutions, must
be repulsed by hearing Jeff Koons, of all people, say such things. Their own
agenda is as banal as his – and they know it.
The work wants to meet the needs of the people. It tries to bring
down all the barriers that block people from their culture, that
shield and hide them. It tells them to embrace the moment instead
of always feeling that they’re being indulged by things that they do
not participate in. It tells them to believe in something and to eject
their will.219
Koons’ point of reference is not the mature individual whose critical
judgment can be addressed, but the child: an immature creature that eats
candy during the day and wets its bed at night. Koons knows the power of
infantile regression; he wants to convey this knowledge and share the
power. He remembers how, at the age of four or five, he could not get
enough of the colourful pictures on his cereal box.
It’s a kind of sexual experience at that age because of the milk.
You’ve been weaned off your mother, and you’re eating cereal with
milk, and visually you can’t get tired of the box. I mean, you sit
there, and you look at the front, and you look at the back. Then
maybe the next day you pull out that box again, and you’re just still
amazed by it; you never tire of the amazement.
Thus, sitting at his childhood breakfast table, he experienced a visual
epiphany; and he understood that one’s whole life could have such intensity.
You know, all of life is like that or can be like that. It’s just about
being able to find amazement in things. … Life is amazing, and
visual experience is amazing.220
By affirming and celebrating them without any reticence, Koons makes the
banality of widespread art clichés painfully clear – not only in his
statements, but also in his work. The paintings he has been producing since
1999 under the generic title Easyfun-Ethereal are like an all-too-literal
219

45.

Cited in Burke & Hare, “From Full Fathom Five”, Parkett 19 (March 1989),

Cited in David Sylvester, “Jeff Koons Interviewed”, cat. Jeff Koons.
Easyfun-ethereal (Berlin: Deutsche Guggenheim, 2000), 18-21.

220

111

interpretation of the principle that a work of art should always be layered.
He believes that different audiences can focus on different layers. Anyone
who does not feel addressed by the images of the temptations pushed by the
food and entertainment industry – mere pictures of “tasty” things – can
perhaps take pleasure in the compositional virtuosity of the collage, or in the
lightly encrypted art historical references.
According to his adversaries, Koons produces shallow, vulgar eyecandy221 but to his supporters, what he makes qualifies as conceptual art.
How is it that such contradictory properties can be attributed to the work of
one and the same artist? And was not conceptual art directed precisely
against the reduction of art to colourful wallpaper?
In order to fathom this paradox, we need to know what happens in
the artist’s studio. The first phase of the painting process is carried out
entirely on the computer. “Colors are not mixed and altered on the artist’s
palette,” writes Robert Rosenblum;
limbs and faces are not recontoured or repositioned by the artist’s
brush and pencil; additional images are not inserted by hand. All of
this once manual work is done on a computer screen, constantly
readjusted under the artist’s surveillance to create unfamiliar
refinements of hue, shape, and layering.
When completed, the digitally generated picture is printed out and handed
over to a team of painters who professionally transfer it to canvas:
with the clinical accuracy of scientific workers and with an
industrial quantity of brushes, paint tubes, and color codes, [they]
replicate exactly the hues, shapes, and impersonal surfaces of the
computer image through the traditional technique of oil on canvas.
What begins as advertising photography is then transmuted back
into an electronic product, which in turn is translated back into an
old-fashioned medium.222
One thing is clear from this description: the “conceptual” nature of the
paintings lies in the fact that Koons first designs them on a computer and
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then has them executed by assistants. His paintings are designed paintings.
The creative aspect does not lie in the manual execution, but in the
preceding design phase. It is this twofold nature that explains why his
opponents speak of “mere form” and his admirers of “conceptual art”.
Whereas the former see only calculation, seduction and flatness, the latter
emphasise control, planning and detachment.
... Koons has virtually annihilated the traditions of savoring an
artist’s personal touch, which now exists only in conceptual, not
material, terms. In this new role for the artist, Koons has become an
impresario in charge of a high-tech production process supervised
by hired experts.223
The art historian Robert Rosenblum labels Koons as a conceptualist after
first touching on all the possible painterly references in the work, varying
from Baroque and Rococo to artists like Pollock, Magritte and Rosenquist.
Only in the final analysis does he implement the familiar antithesis between
painting and conceptual art, contrasting Koons with conventional painters
for whom the secrets of the medium can never be captured in a recipe or
inventory. In this rhetorical framework, Koons the painter-designer is
diametrically opposed to artists for whom the conception and execution of a
painting go hand in hand, as integrated aspects of a complex and
unpredictable process of adding, subtracting, correcting and developing.
Whatever the value of this tried and tested procedure, the meaning and
originality of Koons’ work is deemed to result from the fact that it deviates
from it completely.
Is this enough evidence to call Jeff Koons a conceptual artist, as he
considers himself to be? No one can contend that is he is just aiming at an
aesthetic effect.
I see [my work] as essentially conceptual. I think that I use
aesthetics as a tool, but I think of it as a psychological tool. My work
is dealing with the psychology of myself and the audience. 224
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For Koons, the main goal is never a matter of aesthetics. Aesthetics drive
people apart and exclude certain groups from a shared experience. Koons
sees himself as a conceptual artist, deploying his knowledge of the effect of
seductive imagery for the sake of a higher goal.
¶
A valid argument for categorising Jeff Koons – and many others like him –
as a conceptual artist is that his way of working would be unthinkable
without the history of 1960s conceptual art. The contemporary truism that
“Art is communication” is the result of a change that occurred in that period,
when visual artists started to regard themselves primarily as transmitters of
information. Conceptual artists adopted a position as information brokers in
the most literal sense. A clear example is Robert Barry’s Telepathic Piece of
1969, announced by the artist as follows: “During the exhibition I will try to
communicate telepathically a work of art, the nature of which is a series of
thoughts that are not applicable to language or image.” The impresario that
Rosenblum sees in Koons, the manager or supervisor of a delineated path of
communication, already appeared in art in the 1960s – not for the first time
perhaps, but certainly for the first time with so much pertinence and
historical weight. The paradoxical confusion between conceptuality and
design, which has reached a climax in the recent work of Koons, has its
origins in early conceptual art. Ever since artists started to think of their
work in terms of the conveyance of information, they have been beset by the
spectre of design.
According to the standard interpretation, conceptual art revolved
around the “dematerialisation” of the art object – the reduction of the work
of art to a mere idea. The artists concerned are held to have occupied
themselves solely with cerebral, immaterial things, as if trying to transcend
the material realm. This widespread interpretation goes back to the title of a
successful book published in 1973: Six Years. The Dematerialization of the
Art Object from 1966 to 1972, a collection of texts, documents, statements
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and interviews compiled by Lucy Lippard.225 It is no exaggeration to speak
of the myth of dematerialisation. In reality, the manual aspect never
disappeared and the material realm was never transcended. Some media,
like painting and sculpture, may have been replaced by “cleaner” ones, such
as photography, film, typewriting, collage and printing, but it is surprising
how many conceptual artists – such as John Baldessari, On Kawara, Daniel
Buren and Christine Kozlov – continued to use paint on canvas. Moreover, it
is not true that conceptual artists were indifferent to aesthetics. They simply
shifted the aesthetic parameters to another level, or rather let other factors
determine them. Between 1966 and 1968, John Baldessari hired a sign
painter to make a series of paintings for him representing texts or texts with
photographs. The sign painter was given careful instructions; Baldessari
determined exactly what was to be done, but kept his distance.
Important was that I was the strategist. Someone else built and
primed the canvases and took them to the sign painter, the texts are
quotations from art books, and the sign painter was instructed not
to attempt to make attractive artful lettering but to letter the
information in the most simple way.226
In retrospect, the myth of the dematerialised art object was closely
connected with a parallel myth, launched at precisely the same moment: the
myth of post-industrial society. In the same year that Lippard’s book
appeared, the American sociologist Daniel Bell published a book, the impact
of which similarly stems from the direct appeal of the concept that gave the
book its title: The Coming of Post-Industrial Society. On the basis of postwar economic developments and shifts in the labour market in Western
societies, Bell predicted the advent of a post-industrial economy grounded
largely in the service sector. Smoking chimneys would be replaced by office
buildings and banks of computers. He foresaw the emergence of a new
knowledge economy, in which power would no longer rest with the owners
of capital and the means of production, but with those authorised to take
As early as 1968, an article by Lucy Lippard and John Chandler
appeared under the title “The Dematerialization of Art”, Art International 12:2
(February 1968), 31-36.
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decisions.227 In the long run, the post-industrial society would see workers
completely replaced by machines and unskilled labour superseded by
qualified office and management jobs.228 Bell observed the gradual rise of a
new middle class of “salaried” employees (which, incidentally, had already
been identified by German sociologists during the inter-war period). The
steady bureaucratisation of corporations (which were evolving into huge
conglomerates) as well as of government bodies suggested that capitalism
had reached its third historical phase.229
A myth is not necessarily a lie. Those who believe in the myth
devote themselves to their self-appointed historical task and collectively
produce the evidence that establishes its truth. It would seem that, since
1973, the notion of a post-industrial society has been firmly substantiated by
the rapid development of information and communication technology. Yet,
at the same time, it has become clear that the functioning of post-industrial
society is completely dependent on the displacement of labour-intensive
production to countries where such labour is available at rock-bottom
prices. Rather than disappearing, the smoking chimneys have merely been
relocated to marginal regions of the world, where social and environmental
laws impose fewer restrictions on production.230
Something similar goes for the myth of the dematerialised art
object. Conceptual art of the 1960s and ’70s evoked the idea of a postindustrial knowledge economy in all sorts of ways.231 Two noteworthy
exhibitions that took place in New York in 1970 demonstrated how intimate
the connection between conceptual art, information and technology was
thought to be: Software in the Jewish Museum and Information in the
Museum of Modern Art. One exhibit in Software was a work called News by
Daniel Bell, The Coming of Post-Industrial Society. A Venture in Social
Forecasting [1973], repr. (New York: Basic Books, 1999), 119.
228
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the German artist Hans Haacke. This consisted of several telex machines
connected to press agencies and continuously spewing out news reports.
Another contribution to the exhibition, by Douglas Huebler, asked museum
visitors to write an anonymous note containing a personal secret and to
hand it over in exchange for a photocopy of a secret left by someone else.
For Information, Vito Acconci produced a work entitled Service Area,
consisting of a table and a plexiglass box. For the duration of the exhibition
Acconci had his mail forwarded to the museum, where it was kept for him in
the box; every morning he appeared in the exhibition to go through that
day’s messages. Software also included an experimental set-up by M.I.T.’s
Architecture Machine Group under the leadership of Nicholas Negroponte
(which later became the M.I.T. Media Lab). This project, known as Seek,
consisted of a computer-driven miniature landscape of individual wooden
blocks, occupied by a number of live gerbils, whose behaviour influenced the
configuration of the blocks. Instead of a printed catalogue, visitors to the
Jewish Museum could consult an interactive computer system offering a
selection of information about the exhibition tailored to their personal
preferences and interests. The system included a database of interconnected
texts – the first ever public presentation of a “hypertext” environment.232
In short, 1960s conceptual art marks the moment when the
“managerial revolution” spread into the artistic realm.233 Critics found, to
their dismay, that art was being permeated by “bureaucratic structures” and
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“bureaucratic styles”.234 Card-index files, questionnaires, photo displays,
folders of photocopied documents, filing cabinets – the paraphernalia of
conceptual art consisted mainly of office supplies. Yet such observations do
not answer the question of whether conceptual work was merely a product
of the post-industrial, bureaucratic society, or actually constituted a critique
of it. Perhaps that distinction has lost its relevance, since evaluations and
critical assessments have become a standard procedure within every
bureaucratic system: think of the reports and assessments that managers
spend most of their time writing. Insofar as conceptual art amounts to a
critique of bureaucracy, it thus becomes an all the more perfect
reproduction of it.
But even this observation can be turned around. On closer
examination, it seems that in conceptual art it was precisely the aspect of
quality control and self-assessment that was often omitted.
¶
According to the myth of the dematerialised art object, conceptual artists
eliminated the manual work as much as possible, because it stood in their
way ideologically, or it simply did not interest them. There are indications,
however, that artists who understood their own activity primarily in terms
of conveying information, discovered that the actual making of works
became their biggest problem, for the very reason that one could no longer
just “make” something. Rather than eliminate the manual work, they started
to design it. Christine Kozlov painted the words A MOSTLY RED PAINTING
in white on a red canvas. Joseph Kosuth had the text FIVE WORDS IN
BLUE NEON executed in blue neon. Works like these are based on a circular
procedure: the concept implies that the design coincides with the designed
object, but the designed object is also a medium for conveying the concept.
In this phase, artists like Lawrence Weiner were obsessed with
physical work and the processing of materials. Weiner’s work consisted of
Carter Ratcliff, “New York Letter”, Art International 14:7 (September
1970), 95. See also Benjamin H.D. Buchloh , “Conceptual Art 1962-1969: From
the Aesthetic of Administration to the Critique of Institutions”, October 55
(Winter 1990), 105-143.
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Statements that evoke the material result of a physical action: AN AMOUNT
OF PAINT POURED DIRECTLY UPON THE FLOOR AND ALLOWED TO
DRY; or THINGS PUSHED DOWN TO THE BOTTOM AND BROUGHT UP
AGAIN; or again 1000 GERMAN MARKS WORTH MEDIUM BULK
MATERIAL TRANSFERRED FROM ONE COUNTRY TO ANOTHER. It
would make sense here to speak of an idealisation rather than a
dematerialisation of the art object. Asked what his work was about, Weiner
replied “Materials.”235 However, he also said that he was more interested “in
the idea of the material than in the material itself”.236 His Statements could
be carried out, by himself or by anybody else, but that was not essential, for
the work “relie[d] upon information” and all the relevant information was
contained in the statement.237
What exactly do artists do when they “design the manual work”?
They subject it to a protocol – a set of explicit prescriptions and rules. They
draw up instructions, which they then attempt to fulfil to the best of their
ability. For his Today Paintings (from 1966 onwards), On Kawara invented
the rule that they had to be completed within one day; if that failed, he
immediately destroyed them. In August 1971, Lee Lozano set herself the
assignment never again to speak to women (Boycott Women). Douglas
Huebler’s Variable Piece #111 (1974) relied on the artist’s instruction to
himself, standing in front of a shop window, to make a series of close-up
photos of mannequins and within ten seconds of each shot to photograph
the passer-by most resembling the mannequin. Vito Acconci’s Following
Piece (1969) started with the artist giving himself the instruction to follow a
random person on the street and to keep doing so until that person entered
a private place.
With the physical labour subsumed within a protocol, it became
possible to delegate the execution of the work completely. Some of the
artists who took this step were initially motivated by mainly practical
reasons. For the 68th American Show of 1966, the Chicago Art Institute
Lucy R. Lippard, ed., Six Years: The Dematerialization of the Art
Object from 1966 to 1972 [1973], (Berkeley/Los Angeles/London: University of
California Press, 1997), 73.
236
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invited New York artist Robert Morris to exhibit two of his wooden, Lshaped sculptures. Morris sent construction drawings to the museum’s
workshop in Chicago, where the objects were built for him. It would have
cost much more if he had constructed them himself and had them
transported to Chicago.238 The difference between this case and Lawrence
Weiner’s Statements is that Morris probably still insisted that his design be
carried out correctly. The same applied to Tony Smith’s work Die (1962), a
six foot steel cube which the artist ordered by telephone from a forge (“I
didn’t make a drawing. I just picked up the phone and ordered it”239).
Weiner, on the other hand, regarded the statement as the primary work of
art; to him, any material realisation of it was of subordinate importance.
Countless different versions were imaginable, and none of them was better
or worse than any other:
... there is no correct way to construct the piece as there is no
incorrect way to construct it. If the piece is built it constitutes not
how the piece looks but only how it could look.240
The same went for the “word pieces” and “event scores” produced by Fluxus
artists La Monte Young and George Brecht: short instructions printed on
cards (such as “Draw a straight line and follow it”), which could not be
carried out without a substantial contribution from the individual
recipient.241
As early as 1969, the small but crucial distinction between these two
positions was subjected to a tentative institutionalisation. For the Art by
Telephone exhibition in Chicago’s Museum of Contemporary Art, conceptual
and other artists were invited to telephone instructions to the museum staff,
who would then execute the work for them. Jan van der Marck, the initiator
of the exhibition, stated that “In order to make the experiment of solely
238
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verbal communication a maximum success, the use of drawings, blueprints
or descriptive texts was completely renounced”.242 Some of the artists
participating in Art by Telephone will have found that for them the
telephone was a suitable medium, corresponding exactly to their own view
of art. Others probably devised a specific work for the occasion that would
fit within the concept of the exhibition. In both cases, what counted was that
“The artist initiates the information process, but does not conclude it.”243
Robert Smithson asked to have a truckload of liquid concrete poured into a
quarry outside the city. Dennis Oppenheim instructed that five piles were to
be made in the exhibition space, each having exactly the same weight as the
artist himself and each composed of one of five materials used in building
the museum (plaster, sawdust, cement, metal shavings and insulation
material). Once a week Oppenheim phoned museum staff to tell them his
current weight and the size of the piles was adjusted accordingly. Mel
Bochner chose a fragment from a piece of art criticism; he had it read over
the telephone to someone in Italy, who then had to translate it into Italian
and read it over the phone to someone in Germany, who had to translate it
into German and read it over the phone to someone in Sweden. Via the last
link in England the text returned to Chicago, where both the original and the
final version, plus all the intermediate translations, were included in the
exhibition.
¶
The idea that a concept for a work of art could be transformed into
information conveyable by means of a modern technological medium like
the telephone goes back to László Moholy-Nagy’s “telephone paintings” –
five abstract, geometrical compositions on enamelled steel which the artist
had had manufactured in a sign factory by giving instructions over the
telephone.
I had the factory’s color chart before me and I sketched my
Jan van der Marck, “Kunst per telefoon in het Museum of Contemporary
Art in Chicago”, Museumjournaal 15:1 (February 1970), 58.
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paintings on graph paper. At the other end of the telephone the
factory supervisor had the same kind of paper, divided into squares.
He took down the dictated shapes in the correct position.244
In 1968 Jack Burnham, critic for Artforum and curator of the Software
exhibition, referred to the telephone paintings in his essay System Esthetics.
In this text, he explicitly linked the desire of contemporary artists to move
beyond formalism to the conditions of the new information age.
We are now in a transition from an object-oriented to a systemsoriented culture. Here change emanates, not from things, but from
the way things are done.245
During the initial phases of industrialisation, “decorative media”, including
painting and sculpture, had maintained their monopoly on what Burnham
calls the “esthetic impulse”; “but as technology progresses this impulse must
identify itself with the means of research and production.” In the society of
the future, positions of power would no longer be identified through the
traditional symbols of prosperity and wealth; knowledge and information
were to become the new parameters of power. Artists would have to deal
with the same social changes that manufacturers, managers and
administrators were facing; new demands were being made on all these
groups.
In the emergent “superscientific culture” long-range decision
making and its implementation become more difficult and more
necessary. Judgment demands precise socio-technical models.
Earlier the industrial state evolved by filling consumer needs on a
piecemeal basis. The kind of product design that once produced
“better living” precipitates vast crises in human ecology in the
1960s. A striking parallel exists between the “new” car of the
automobile stylist and the syndrome of formalist invention in art,
where “discoveries” are made through visual manipulation.
Increasingly “products” – either in art or life – become irrelevant
and a different set of needs arise: these evolve around such concerns
as maintaining the biological livability of the Earth, producing more
accurate models of social interaction, understanding the growing
symbiosis in man-machine relationships, establishing priorities for
“Abstract of an Artist”, in: László Moholy-Nagy, The New Vision and
Abstract of an Artist (New York: George Wittenborn, 1947), 79.
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the usage and conservation of natural resources, and defining
alternate patterns of education, productivity, and leisure.246
Burnham’s comparison of the outdated formalist art practice with the
activity of industrial designers in the car industry is striking. He overlooked
the extent to which the very tendency he supported – an increasing focus on
information and communication systems in art practices – would result in
the artist becoming a designer. In that respect, the precedents he mentions,
including Moholy-Nagy’s telephone paintings and the L-Beams made for
Robert Morris in Chicago, are revealing. Burnham was perhaps too close to
his subject, or too eager to play the apostle of the avant-garde, to realise that
it was precisely by rejecting the primacy of stylistic issues that artists could
create a role for themselves as designers of a communication trajectory.
Paradoxically, the presumed conceptual purity of their works could
be seen to approach the purity of “pure design”. Even the most radical
artists, who felt it was unnecessary for their concepts or proposals actually
to be carried out, could not get around the design factor. For some
observers, many years later, this came as an unpleasant surprise. In a
discussion with Lawrence Weiner in 1998, Benjamin Buchloh expressed his
admiration for the neutral presentation of Weiner’s Statements in the late
1960s – that is, for the complete absence of typography and “design choices”
in the layout of the books. Weiner promptly corrected him.
Those early manifestations ... are so highly designed you cannot
believe it. I mean, take Statements: there is a design factor to make
it look like a $ 1.95 book that you would buy. The type-face and the
decision to use a typewriter and everything else was a design
choice.247
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¶
Moholy-Nagy’s legendary telephone paintings, now in the collection of the
Museum of Modern Art in New York, turn out to be based literally on a
legend. The whole story is apocryphal. In 1972 Lucia Moholy, the former
wife of the artist, published a book in which she revealed that he did not
communicate the instructions by telephone at all, but delivered them in
person to the sign factory. He was so thrilled by the result, however, that he
elatedly declared “I might even have done it over the telephone!” Lucia
Moholy explicitly rejected the idea that Moholy-Nagy was a predecessor of
conceptual art and telephone art.248
Exactly the same apocryphal story is doing the rounds in the
Netherlands with respect to Wim Crouwel, graphic designer and in 1963 cofounder of the Total Design design firm. Crouwel is supposed to have been
in the habit of communicating his designs to the typesetter verbally, over the
telephone.
Crouwel shocked his colleagues and students as he would “just
phone through a design”; or he would go home after an
appointment at 11 o’clock in the evening in order to “design another
chair”.249
The persistence of this apocryphal story is due to Crouwel’s austere visual
style and rational and business-like design approach. From the late 1960s
such qualities were associated with state bureaucracy and impersonal, largescale power concentrations. Crouwel’s telephone legend thus acquired a
highly ambivalent connotation. In 1976, when the Dutch postal service
(PTT) introduced a new series of stamps drawn by Total Design, some
observers saw a connection between the rising postal rates and the plain
appearance of the stamps. “Inflation seems to have influenced not only the
Lucia Moholy, Marginalien zu Moholy-Nagy/Marginal Notes.
Dokumentarische Ungereimtheiten/Documentary Absurdities (Krefeld: Scherpe
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price: even the design is practically worthless. The rumour that Crouwel
phones through his designs must be true after all,” Obstakel magazine
commented sarcastically.250
At the same time as the managerial revolution was happening in art,
it was also taking place in the domain of graphic design. Wim Crouwel was
the prime representative of this change in the Netherlands. As Hugues
Boekraad has written, graphic design in the Netherlands in the second half
of the 1960s amounted to “a derivative of professional communication”.251
In the post-war decades the expansion of the state apparatus, combined
with a call for more openness, transparency and participation, resulted in an
explosive increase in the flow of public information. Public bodies at both
national and municipal level began to imitate private sector organisations by
pursuing an active information policy, aimed at communicating with
citizens. Increasingly, graphic design was deemed a necessary and integral
part of public relations. Professional PR departments were set up, and
designers – the link between clients and the graphic industry – were
expected to have a professional, business-like attitude.252
The “house style” phenomenon, developed in the USA as “corporate
identity”, made its appearance in the Netherlands in the 1960s. Total Design
was the first design firm to assemble the range of graphic, industrial and
product design expertise necessary for the development of integrated house
styles. The concept of “total design” even became their corporate
philosophy. Crouwel and his co-founders, Benno Wissing, Friso Kramer,
Ben Bos, Dick Schwarz and Paul Schwarz, declared that they could create a
unified identity for any client, whether it be an oil company, a temping
agency or a ministry. House styles amounted to a standardised design for
clear, efficient internal and external communication. Boekraad:
The client wanted order. On the one hand there is the phenomenon
of “corporate identity”, motivated by the need for consistent
internal communication within companies and government
institutions operating on an ever greater scale. On the other hand,
the need is felt to maintain visually distinct concepts in the stream
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of visual stimuli which capitalism, having become dependent on
mass consumption, is deluging the urban environment with. The
chaos that has to be overcome is not that of uncultivated nature, but
that of an uncontrolled market. An individual trademark has to be
steady as a rock.253
Total Design’s modular design method was applied to everything from sugar
bags and stationery to company vans and whole buildings. Although the
“total design” ideal proved to be more difficult to achieve in practice, and the
business results of the firm proved very sensitive to market conditions,254 it
is no exaggeration to say that, ever since the mid-1960s, public and private
sector environments in the Netherlands have been heavily dominated by
Total Design’s logos and trademarks. Among the best known are those of
distance education organisation Teleac, the Stedelijk Museum and bed
manufacturer Auping (all dating from 1964), De Doelen concert hall in
Rotterdam (1965), Stichting Kunst en Bedrijf (1967), Randstad temping
agency and Kluwer publishers (1968), Ahoy’ (1969), Haagsche Post
magazine (1970), the Nederlandsche Credietbank, Spectrum publishers and
Museum Fodor (1971), the city of Rotterdam (1972), the Rabobank (1973),
the Bouwfonds Nederlandse Gemeenten (1974), B&G Hekwerken (1978)
and the Ministry of Education and Science (1982).255
Crouwel’s self-image as a designer revolved around the elimination
of all inessentials. His great example was the work of Swiss modernists like
Karl Gerstner, Ernst Scheidecker and Gerard Ifert, of whom Boekraad says
“The beauty of their work is ... graphically determined, based on the
reproduction technology of printing.”256 Crouwel continued in that direction
by translating the “external conditions” that determined the assignment into
“starting points for directing the design process.”257 The graphic product
should be a direct reflection of its own conditions of existence. In 1961
Crouwel himself formulated it as follows:
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Every assignment can be dissected into a number of elements, all of
which hang together. These elements are factors that designers have
to deal with as facts. That is what makes our craft an applied one,
why it’s called applied art. For every assignment you have to analyse
the factors, pinpoint them as it were on a horizontal and a vertical
axis, stretch a piece of string between them and then see what you
get.258
It is no coincidence that, at this elementary level, there is a parallel with the
working method of conceptual artists of the same period, described by
Charles Harrison as follows: “... deciding what kind of work to do had
become practically inseparable from learning about the conditions – both
logical and ideological – under which that work was to be done.”259
In the course of Crouwel’s career, substantial changes occurred in
the technology of printing. In the early 1970s, the printing industry switched
from lead type to film.260 The twelve point system of typography deriving
from the use of lead type was replaced by a decimal system. The classical
layout collapsed, since new printing techniques now made it possible to
realise every imaginable arrangement of text. Designers like Crouwel,
however, saw no reason to celebrate this newly attained typographic
freedom with unpredictable, whimsical orgies of form. Instead they opted
for a rigid, standardised typography, based on an efficient and repeatable
grid that reduced the number of variables to a minimum. Only in this way
could the enormous growth in demand for well-designed printed matter be
met.
The grid fixes the measurements and the positions of text and image
on the page. The width of the text columns are derived from this, as
are the dimensions of the reproductions. Text and image, defined as
surfaces with a certain grey value, are arranged as such within the
grid.
The result is a design that works as a neutral packaging – as “a universal
storage system ... for every type of text and every type of image”, in the
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description of Hugues Boekraad.261 The grid is non-hierarchical: each
intersection of lines is equivalent and each potential letter position acquires
the same symbolic weight. The hierarchical, symbolic value of the classical
layout disappeared, to be replaced by a new, largely implicit symbolism
reflecting the rational self-image of designers and their clients.262
At the time, Crouwel saw himself as a functionalist staying as close
as possible to the content of what was to be communicated. The grid
enabled him to do this. “The typographic field can be divided on the basis of
calculable factors induced by the material and the nature of the
assignment,” according to Hein van Haaren in an article on Wim
Crouwel.263 Above all Crouwel warned against the use of new technologies to
imitate the traditional structure of the old lead typesetting. Instead,
designers had to discover structuring principles that were compatible with
automated typesetting and advanced printing technology. “One
consequence could be that letters acquire a fixed width, as is the case with
typewriters, for example,” he wrote in 1974.
The ordinary typewriter with its simple typographic arrangement,
whereby all the letters are strictly arranged both horizontally and
vertically, suddenly appears to offer a solution to many questions
concerning the production of fast and legible text at relatively low
cost.264
The austere and restrained tone that typifies Crouwel’s designs cannot be
traced back to a single source. “Habit, social demands and professional
distinction merge in Crouwel’s work.”265 His principle that no formal
decisions could be taken arbitrarily – that every design choice had to be
accounted for – certainly had to do with the need that was felt at the time to
lift the metier of graphic design out of the sphere of artistic intuition and to
turn it into an independent profession. In the early years of Total Design,
this status still had to be fought for. The general tendency to associate
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designers with the bohemian world of artists threatened their image of
professionalism and competence. Total Design was the first combined
design firm in the Netherlands,266 which meant that pioneering work had to
be done with respect not only to clients, but also to the in-house staff. Benno
Wissing once explained:
Our early work looked dogmatic. It had to be that way because at
the time we were still busy training a group of employees who had
been taught to take decisions about form on arbitrary grounds ... 267
Crouwel even talked about “the conscious avoidance of form”,268 thus
exhibiting an almost compulsive denial of the aesthetic dimension of the
trade – a denial that in turn was contradicted by his work.
¶
The fact that a designer regards himself as a functionalist does not
necessarily mean he has no aesthetic preferences. In a certain sense,
Crouwel’s functionalism was nothing but a preference for a functionalist
aesthetic. Such an aesthetic means that letters and texts are stylised and
layout variables are as limited as possible. Crouwel concealed his aesthetic
preferences by legitimising them with the argument of maximum legibility.
The reduction of typographical variety would not only make typesetting
more efficient, but also increase the transparency of the design itself. The
telephone directory that Wim Crouwel and Jolien van der Wouw designed in
1977 for the PTT is completely permeated by this aesthetic of efficiency. The
decision to use four narrow columns (instead of the three wider ones used in
the old directory), with the telephone number before the name of the
subscriber instead of after a row of dots at the end of the line, helped to
provide the extra space needed to compensate for the doubling of the
number of telephone connections since 1962. The functional look of the text
was further enhanced by the decision to use only lower case, with the
subscriber’s name printed in bold instead of in capitals, and to place his or
266
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her profession on the line below, even when there was enough space for it
on the same line. Because the subscriber’s number was put in the left hand
margin of the text column, it was no longer necessary for additional lines to
be indented. As a result, the columns became at once tauter and more
elegant than the frayed text blocks so characteristic of the old directory.269
Crouwel’s obsession with legibility also showed in his preference for
constructing logos and even whole posters on the basis of a graphic
arrangement of letters.270 The poster that Crouwel, as the regular designer
for the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam, made for the Vormgevers
exhibition in 1968 is a clear example of this. The crucial visual element in
this poster is the layout grid, which for this occasion – an exhibition about
graphic design – has itself been made visible in printed form. The text
features a single typeface, in a large and a smaller variant, mounted onto
two different levels of the grid. The font refers to the functionality of
computer screens and dot-matrix printers; Crouwel had constructed it by
filling in the cells of the grid in a quasi-mechanical manner. The way the text
is lined up on the left with virtually no margin reinforces the impression of a
cerebral anti-aesthetic. In this poster, Crouwel presents the world of graphic
design as a strictly logocentric universe, in non-pictorial black and white – a
digital world in which questions can only be answered with yes or no. At the
same time, the inclusion of a number of inconsistencies in the design means
that the image of a cast-iron system again needs modification. The
visualised grid is the standard one that Crouwel used for the Stedelijk
Museum – but only for its catalogues, not for the posters. In its application
to the Vormgevers poster, it had to be enlarged several times. Instead of
making the underlying structure of the design transparent, the grid now
serves, in a sense, an illustrative purpose. Furthermore, the rigid
construction of the typeface is somewhat softened and rounded at the
corners. Such details suggest that, at crucial moments, Crouwel opted for
the “arbitrariness” of what worked better visually, rather than rigidly
persevering with a pre-established system.271
On the other hand, the priority of maximum legibility was not
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always evident either. Or perhaps it would be more correct to say that every
design system creates its own insoluble difficulties, especially when taken to
the extreme. Ironically, one of Crouwel’s least legible designs was a poster
for an exhibition on visual communication: Visuele communicatie
Nederland (Stedelijk Museum 1969). Once again the grid – consisting of
vertical stripes in groups of three – was incorporated into the design and
used at two levels of scale to impose a priority order on the information:
details (subtitle and dates) were set in a smaller font than the title of the
exhibition and the name of the museum. The white spaces between the
bundles of stripes serve, at the “higher” level, to space the letters – each
letter has the width of three stripes – but at the “lower” level of the detailed
information, where each letter is only as wide as one stripe, the spaces occur
at arbitrary places in the middle of the words, thus diminishing their
legibility. The taut rhythm of the letters with their standard width – narrow
letters such as i and t are stretched laterally – is disturbed by the anomalous
rhythm of the vertical stripes.272
¶
For Wim Crouwel, the essence of graphic design consisted of the
visualisation of information. In 1974 he wrote, “Applied design is practised
within the situation of an assignment, whereby a certain piece of
information, whatever it may be, is visualised in such a way that the
information will be conveyed at its best.” This had nothing to do with
“beautification”. “It is a matter of creating clarity; which form is used to
make that happen is not important.” Nor did it have anything to do with
originality. “Relevant and essential information is fully original in itself; the
designer has nothing to add!” The ethics of the professional designer lay not
in his or her involvement with the content of the assignment, but precisely
in refraining from such involvement. Even though the designer had to be
aware of “what the implications are of his efforts”, what was paramount was
an “undistorted transfer of information”.273
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In contradiction to his actual production, Crouwel consistently
expressed the view that a designer does nothing more than arrange and
order information. “Typography is an ordering process par excellence. Any
design that wants to be more than this is too much.”274 Designers clarify the
information to be conveyed by reducing the elements to their most concise
and least ambiguous form and ordering them with the appropriate graphic
means. Even in times of corporate expansion and automation, they
contribute to the efficiency of the client’s communication policy by
professionally integrating all the design phases in the production process of
the graphic industry. According to Crouwel, the sole responsibility of
designers was to increase the transparency of information transfer. Just as
he denied that aesthetic considerations played a role, he also denied that the
designer did anything more than organise and clarify so as to facilitate
communication between client and target group. The designer did not even
take part in the communication process himself.
I believe in upholding expertise. Let’s respect one another’s
expertise. As mediators, we should not try to convey the message
better than those who actually send it.275
It is striking that the ordering principles associated with this design
philosophy – principles like standardisation, modularity, seriality and
reproducibility – seamlessly match the formal procedures of bureaucracy.
Even the goals are the same: efficiency, expediency and speed. The following
statement made by Benno Wissing in 1983 shows how far such
organisational preoccupations shaped the philosophy of Total Design:
Early on in our activities, Friso [Kramer], Wim [Crouwel] and I
soon discovered that in dealing with large projects a number of
things had to be standardised; simplifying the procedures for
information processing would leave us more time to deal with
intrinsic problems. If variations had to occur in the final product,
we preferred to look for them within a modular system, so that
correlating, interconnecting, stacking and other forms of industrial
production would require no extra work. The principle was
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applicable to architectural, industrial and graphic design.276
Where Hugues Boekraad postulates that functionalism “represents the
power of those in charge of the new technologies”,277 we could go one step
further and argue that functionalism actually imitates these new
technologies of control and adopts them in its own organisational process.
All in all, it is not surprising that, throughout the 1970s, Total Design –
identified with the person and work of Wim Crouwel – was often accused of
being part of a small clique controlling the Dutch “aesthetic
establishment”.278 As the firm acquired more and bigger institutional clients
and its logos and trademarks increasingly dominated the cultural landscape,
the resistance grew and the criticism became bitter. Some saw Total Design
as “the face of order and neatness, the face of integrity, the face of neutrality
and sobriety, the face of timelessness and truth”.279 Others associated the
unadorned style of Total Design with the apparatus of authority and
tyranny.
It is annoying that this man [Crouwel] has so much power. To like
ugly things may be his constitutional right, but it so happens that
his ugly things are our telephone directories, postage stamps and
banknotes, so he has the government and all its services on his side.
... Crouwel assumes that these things are good for us even if we
don’t appreciate them ourselves. There’s something in that designer
ideal that makes you think of the totalitarian state, with its deadly
preference for a calm image on all fronts.280
¶
In the context of the managerial revolution that penetrated the cultural field
in the 1960s, the graphic designer and the conceptual artist were each
other’s counterparts. Both observed a strict distinction between information
and visualisation, to which they attached far-reaching consequences
regarding their own responsibility. Designers like Crouwel did not feel
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responsible for the content of the message they visualised on behalf of their
clients. Conversely, artists like Lawrence Weiner did not feel responsible for
the visual realisation of their concepts. Both Crouwel and Weiner evinced a
professional indifference, amounting to a complementary demarcation of
expertise. Crouwel claimed to be neutral towards the content of the
information to be conveyed (“whatever it may be”). Weiner left it to the
receiver of his work to decide at any moment to “build” it, in whatever way.
He refused to draw a distinction between correct and incorrect
interpretations. Even the decision to destroy a work, once it had been
carried out, was left to the receiver. “People, buying my stuff, can take it
wherever they go and can rebuild it if they choose,” he wrote in 1972.
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 I had
made it.281
Conceptual art and graphic design can thus be seen as two complementary
forms of the “delegated production of culture”.282 Both the functionalist
designer and the conceptual artist rejected the unregulated, “holistic”
approach that had long been dominant in their respective fields. They
started out from a strict standardisation and disciplining of their own
production by means of a thoroughly rationalised and repeatable protocol.
This had paradoxical consequences. Wim Crouwel felt it necessary to deny
and suppress the role of aesthetic principles in his work. He even drew a
distinction between “real” design and a superficial variant that he referred
to as “styling” (a term borrowed from the fashion world).
Design is real, it is giving form to something, determined by the
function the thing has to have and the technical conditions of its
production, ... styling is adapting something to a fashion,
determined by commercial motives.283
Apparently there was a subtle cultural hierarchy: just as art saw itself as
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more content-oriented than the neighbouring discipline of design, so
designers looked down on a completely externalised practice which they
referred to as “styling”.
Design in the sense of styling is an imitative activity that relies on
incidental whims and conformity with arbitrarily chosen stylistic
elements, whether old or new, with no further consequences being
drawn. … In most cases there is no logical continuity at all between
the mechanism, or basic structure, and the visual form.284
There were also paradoxical consequences for conceptual art. By separating
conception and execution and rejecting the priority of the visual, the artists
in question may have thought they were taking a stand against the unbridled
accumulation of insubstantial and unconsidered imagery, but in fact they
started using methods and procedures similar to those used by designers. At
the time when it was published, Sol LeWitt’s polemical proposition that
“Conceptual art is made to engage the mind of the viewer rather than his eye
or emotions”285 was clearly strategic with respect to the position that he and
a group of kindred artists were creating for themselves. In retrospect,
however, it is evident that the suggested antithesis between a cerebral and a
“retinal” form of art – an antithesis that goes back to a notion by Marcel
Duchamp – had already completely collapsed by then. In the 1960s, painters
like Frank Stella had contributed to this just as much as minimalists like
Carl Andre and Dan Flavin. Significantly, Dan Graham, Lawrence Weiner
and other conceptual artists were strongly influenced by some of their more
“retinal” colleagues. In 1985 Graham wrote that he found Duchamp’s
solution to the problem of the value of the work of art – namely, the
introduction of the readymade into the exhibition space – unsatisfactory,
preferring Dan Flavin’s solution instead.286 In the interview with Benjamin
Buchloh quoted earlier, Weiner revealed his enormous admiration for Frank
Wim Crouwel, Vormgeving – door wie? (Delft: Waltman, 1973), 7.
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Stella’s Black Paintings.
I thought they were absolutely fabulous. I remember a PBSbroadcast of Henry Geldzahler interviewing Frank Stella in the early
1960s. Stella looked plaintively at the camera and said, “My God, if
you think these are boring to look at, can you imagine how boring
they are to paint?” I was very impressed.287
¶
After Moholy-Nagy’s telephone paintings, Stella’s early work is another
example of “designed painting”.288 As an artist who designed the manual
work, Stella was an important example for conceptual artists. He divided the
production of a painting into two separate steps – the design phase and the
execution phase – so as to disengage the artist’s ego from the process.289
Stella created two roles for himself, each with separate responsibilities. In
her book Machine in the Studio, Caroline Jones describes this separation as
follows:
Stella hoped to vanish as a personality in the act of (commercial)
painting. He would return as the ideator-executive: the designer of
diagrams and plans that the artist-worker would execute. (MS, 124)
These two roles – the designer who supervises and controls, and the worker
who executes – have a completely antithetical orientation, both in social and
economic terms. The design phase is modelled on the world of logos and
trademarks, the branding of companies and institutions by advertising
agencies and graphic designers. Jones compares Stella’s 1964 painting
Sidney Gruberman, for example, with the logo of the Chase Manhattan
Bank, designed by Tom Greismar in 1960. Criteria such as recognisability,
urgency and directness have supplanted the qualities normally regarded as
“Benjamin H.D. Buchloh in Conversation with Lawrence Weiner”, 9.
Sven Lütticken calls Stella’s paintings of the early 1960s “designed rather
than composed”. Allegories of Abstraction (PhD thesis, Amsterdam: Vrije
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painterly. The emphasis on a “visual imprint” turned the design of such a
painting into a logo for the Stella brand: “ ... there was no depth, merely
visual information” (MS, 164-165).290
The execution phase, on the other hand, was modelled on the
utilitarian world of the house painter, which is a less evident choice than it
seems. Stella had learned the technique from his father, a physician who
had financed his studies by temporarily working as a house painter (MS,
121-122). Executing a design with paint on canvas turned out to be fairly
demanding work, a “chore”. Stella painted the stripes by hand, without
using masking tape, the way a house painter would paint a window frame.
He used large brushes and industrial paint, straight from the tin. The
painting technique missed any expressive touch, but for that very reason the
work was exhausting and numbing, writes Caroline Jones, who also speaks
of a “deadpan approach” (MS, 125-128).
In her reading of Stella’s work, Jones emphasises the radical
separation of intellectual and manual labour; yet she underlines not only the
gap between these distinct aspects of his artistic practice, but also the logic
of his way of bridging that gap. The gap and the bridging of the gap implied
one another: she refers to “the original split necessitating that linkage
[between worker and executive]” (MS, 121). Similarly, Stella himself made it
all sound very logical:
The remaining problem was simply to find a method of paint
application which followed and complemented the design solution.
This was done by using the house painter’s technique and tools.
(MS, 125)
But what is the connection between house painters and graphic designers in
everyday practice? There seems to be none at all. Jones posits a class
difference: the designer is a manager and executive, the house painter a
“lower middle class manual worker” (MS, 122). She disregards the fact that
a house painter, even if employed rather than independent, would never
have a graphic designer as a boss. The very incongruity of their linkage
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causes the fissure in the production process of Stella’s work to remain
visible and thus to become an artistically significant factor.
After the Black Paintings of the late 1950s, Stella pushed the issue
of the divide between conception and execution further, particularly in the
Benjamin Moore series of 1961 (named after the manufacturer of the paint).
Jones argues that these paintings, even more than the preceding series,
were based on “clear, preexisting formats whose relation to the finished
painting was that of blueprint to finished building” (MS, 177). The last traces
of painterliness had disappeared from the work. The series was based on six
square diagrams, executed in various pure colours and in two formats. The
use of gloss paint on unprepared canvas resulted in a sharp linear structure,
with no visible trace of the brush. Having reached this stage, Stella could in
theory begin to delegate the manual work to assistants. If he still executed
the Benjamin Moore series himself, this was, according to Jones, because he
knew nobody else with sufficient command of house painting techniques to
be able to apply the diagrams to the canvas accurately enough (MS, 177).
From the mid-1960s, however, he did employ assistants, whom he allowed
to use masking tape. The artist emerged as a full-blown manager.
The fact that the paintings became ever more disconnected from
even the workman’s touch, and more and more like manufactured
objects, only reinforced the sense of them as products of a corporate
approach. Stella’s eventual turn to masking tape and assistants as
modes of increasing production around 1965, far from an incidental
aspect of this development, became its most logical outgrowth. At
that point the ideator-executive, having delegated to himself the
task of painting earlier canvases, could now delegate the painting to
others ... (MS, 157-58).
¶
In 1966, with conceptual tendencies already appearing on the art market, an
interviewer made the following suggestion to Frank Stella:
You’re saying that the painting is almost completely conceptualized
before it’s made, that you can devise a diagram in your mind and
put it on canvas. Maybe it would be adequate to simply verbalize
this image and give it to the public rather than giving them your
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painting?
Stella, who may have felt that this was a challenge to the uniqueness and the
market value of his work – after all, he never “gave” his paintings to anyone
– came up with the following answer:
A diagram is not a painting; it’s as simple as that. I can make a
painting from a diagram, but can you? Can the public? It can just
remain a diagram if that’s all I do, or if it’s a verbalization it can just
remain a verbalization.291
The discrepancy between Stella’s statements and his actual studio practice,
already evident at the time of this interview, continued to grow. In the late
1960s and early ’70s, as his production became larger in scale and more
factory-like, his public statements increasingly emphasised the subtleties
and sensitivities of the painting process. Although in practice he was fully
delegating the manual execution, he started once again to claim personal
authorship. By 1970, the rhetoric of the artist-manager or, as Jones calls it,
“the executive artist” had completely disappeared.
... Stella was at pains to emphasize the physical aspect of his labor in
making the paintings, as if to forestall public awareness of his
delegation of much of the routine work.
Increasingly, he became “jealous of the symbols of authorship as the bulk of
production slipped ever further from his grasp” (MS, 180-81).
Yet there were more reasons for artists not to speak publicly about
their work with the attitude of a production manager. Ironically, by the end
of the 1960s a strategy for dismantling the sovereignty of authorship had led
to the confirmation of another kind of authority – namely that of the
capitalist, manager or factory owner.
… by the end of the 1960s artists’ claims of delegation to assistants,
or aspirations to managerial status, were destabilized by their very
contiguity with more generalized systems of control. They were
analogized to claims for the ownership of others’ labor (MS, 185)
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In the political maelstrom of that time, such claims were suddenly quite
dubious. It had become more socially acceptable to identify oneself with the
worker than with the manager. “Thus the job of an executive artist may have
become unappealing, to Stella as much as anyone else.” (MS, 185)
Against this background, it starts to make sense that an artist like
Lawrence Weiner avoided the imperative form in his work. For him, this
was a clear and conscious decision. “My own art never gives directions, only
states the work as an accomplished fact.”292 He made no secret of his
political motivation. “To use the imperative would be for me fascistic... The
tone of command is the tone of tyranny.”293 The form he gave to his
Statements was not an instruction to do something, nor a description of
something that had already been done, but an indefinite intermediate form
that works both as inference and projection.294 Strangely, the very thing
that, in a grammatical sense, turns a text into a statement, namely the
predicate, is incomplete. Weiner’s statement AN AMOUNT OF PAINT
POURED DIRECTLY ONTO THE FLOOR AND ALLOWED TO DRY
provides the information, the materials, for construing a variety of complete
propositions: AN AMOUNT OF PAINT [will be/can be/could be/could have
been/has been/has to be/is being] POURED DIRECTLY ONTO THE
FLOOR AND ALLOWED TO DRY. His rejection of the imperative form
(“Pour an amount of paint directly onto the floor and allow it to dry”) is in
keeping with Caroline Jones’ observation that artists in the late ’60s
preferred not to associate themselves with managers and other individuals
who had subordinates do the dirty work. Weiner’s reference to fascistic and
tyrannical practices is, although somewhat overstated, consistent with the
general image of the political and social context in which conceptual art
flourished: anti-authoritarian movements, the protest against the Vietnam
war, the resistance to patronising authorities – in short, “the spirit of 1968”.
Yet, even within his own circle, Weiner received little support for his
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rejection of the instruction or imperative form. Other conceptual artists
often used it as the perfect means to separate manual and intellectual work.
Jones therefore overlooks something when she states that, towards the end
of the ’60s, “aspirations to managerial status” had lost their appeal for
progressive artists. An artist could well involve other individuals in order to
carry out a concept or an instruction, as long as he or she did not supervise
or attempt to control the “quality” of the execution – or, to put it more
generally, as long as the concept entailed an absence of interaction between
“ideator” and “performer”. Once the conditions and parameters of execution
had been set, the rest would follow automatically.
Sol LeWitt’s Paragraphs on Conceptual Art stated it clearly:
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 usually free from the
dependence on the skill of the artist as a craftsman.295
LeWitt’s use of corporate and bureaucratic terms, such as “decisions” and
“planning”, implies that conceptual artists did actually aspire to a
managerial status, as if they were designing and controlling the logistics and
organisation of a production process. But they consciously refrained from
the final step – the crucial phase of fine-tuning the concept on the basis of
an evaluation of the initial results. The mechanical, blind nature of
bureaucratic procedures was thus taken to its extreme: any result was a
good result. Quality control did not pertain. Artists carried out their plans to
the best of their abilities and presented the results as dryly as possible. This
applied not only to those who delegated the production to others (John
Baldessari), but also to artists who preferred to instruct themselves (Douglas
Huebler). In the latter case, the artist divided himself in two – just as Frank
Stella had done – on the understanding that the instructions could not be
changed after the execution had begun, or rather, from the moment the
instructions, often set down in writing, had been determined. No need was
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felt for practice or training. Under no circumstances did the artistic content
of the work depend on skilful execution.
As regards this last point, however, some variation was possible. In
the case of artists like Ulay and Abramovic, who never rehearsed their joint
performances, the strength of the work did indeed stem from their
endurance and blind dedication during the performance. The opposite went
for Bas Jan Ader: the failure of the execution was a programmed element of
the concept. Other artists occupied a position midway between these
extremes. Baldessari’s idea of launching four balls in such a way that,
photographed in mid-air, they would form a straight line (Throwing Balls in
the Air to Get a Straight Line, 1972-73) resulted in a series of 36 attempts,
of which he showed only the four most successful. Then again, the results of
Huebler’s Variable Piece #111 were so astounding that the question is
whether the artist did not tinker with the rules – and whether that tinkering
itself may not have been part of the concept.
Sol LeWitt’s claim that conceptual art did not depend on the
technical skill of the artist would seem to refer mainly to traditional crafts
like painting and sculpting. But, again, it would be incorrect to distinguish
in absolute terms the cerebral work of conceptual artists from the retinal
work of painters and sculptors. For instance, around 1968-69, there was no
more than a difference of degree between the artistic practices of Frank
Stella and John Baldessari. Both artists produced paintings that were
“designed” and both hired others to execute the design. Baldessari’s 14-part
series Commissioned Paintings of 1969 was carried out by Sunday painters
whom Baldessari had approached at amateur art exhibitions. The visual
material consisted of a number of 35 mm transparencies that he had made
earlier, each showing a hand pointing to something.296 The painters hired by
Baldessari each had to choose one of the slides and copy it to the best of his
or her ability within a marked out area on a standard canvas. The paintings
were then taken to a sign painter who wrote the text “A painting by...” under
each picture, followed by the name of the painter in question. As in the case
“The problem of providing interesting subject matter ... was solved by a
series [of slides] I had just finished which involved someone walking around and
pointing to things that were interesting to him.” Baldessari in cat. John Baldessari,
11.
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of Stella’s work, the Commissioned Paintings were meant to be shown
together. “It was important that the paintings were exhibited as a group,”
Baldessari wrote, “so that the spectator could practice connoisseurship, for
example comparing how the extended forefinger in each was painted.”297 In
this strange mixture of professional detachment and amateur dedication,
visual quality did play a role after all. Anyone who assumes that Baldessari’s
disengagement from his own work was more ironic than Stella’s would be
hard put to find solid evidence in their actual production.
¶
Hidden behind the professional approach of a graphic designer like Wim
Crouwel is a rational, mathematical model of communication.298
Communication is seen as a smooth, uniform conveyance of information
between sensible and rational individuals. It ought to be possible to
“address people without capitalising on their interests or desires”.299 The
object of the conveyance – the content of the communication – is neutrally
referred to as “statements” or “information” sent by one party and received
by another. If a designer fulfils his or her task properly, no alteration or
disturbance of the information occurs during the conveyance; what the
recipient understands is identical to that which the sender intended.
Communication is not disturbed by arbitrary decisions relating to form
(“aesthetic noise”), nor by poorly attuned means of reproduction and
transfer. The designer aims at eliminating everything that might threaten
the integrity of the communication: misunderstanding, non-information
and ambiguities. Hugues Boekraad recognises in Crouwel “a tendency to
reduce ambiguity further and further”.300 Crouwel’s cold and business-like
image stemmed in part from all the facets of human communication that do
not fit into this model.
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The rational model of communication abstracts ... human
imagination, fantasy, imagery and the fluid atmosphere of the
conversation. It channels the stream of words, signs and knowledge
into a fixed, lasting, “consultable”, transferable form of writing.301
The general characteristics of this reduced model of communication seem to
derive from the mathematical information theory developed in the USA
during and after the Second World War by scientists Claude Shannon and
Norbert Wiener. Information theory as a branch of applied science
originates in two pioneering articles published by Shannon in 1948.302 He
was at that time researching the problem of reliably transmitting
information through an unreliable channel, such as a noisy radio or
telephone connection. Shannon used statistical techniques to develop a
method of calculating the information value of a source and the capacity of a
channel; this “bit” (binary digit) became the new, quantitative unit of
information. Shannon used this to draw up a theoretical model for
counteracting the effect of noise in the channel by encoding the information.
His second theorem, published in the Bell System Technical Journal, holds
that, as long as the information flow does not exceed the capacity of the
channel, it will be possible to use corrective coding to make the error rate as
small as one wishes.
The great significance of mathematical information theory follows,
among other things, from the widespread everyday use of such codings
today: in CD players, video recorders, digital image and sound files like
JPEG, MPEG, MP3, and so on. The functioning of these codes has to do with
a phenomenon known as redundancy. Redundancy is a property of
information caused by the fact that the formal or structural characteristics
of a sign system always limit the freedom of choice of the sender. The
redundant part of the message is the non-informative part – “the fraction of
the structure of a message which is determined not by the free choice of the
sender, but rather by accepted statistical rules governing the use of the
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symbols in question”.303 The rules of grammar and spelling, for example,
make the message recognisable and, to a certain degree, predictable: a Q is
usually followed by a U, an article is usually followed by an adjective or
noun, and so on.304 It is possible to compress a message by reducing the
redundancy – in other words, by removing part of the unnecessary, noninformative elements (as in a text written in “telegraphese”). With zero
redundancy – only a theoretical possibility – the message cannot be
compressed further; the information value is 100%: each communicated
sign represents maximum unpredictability.305 On the other hand,
redundancy is important because it can help to reduce the effect of
distortions (noise) in the communication channel.306 From experience, the
receiver knows the statistical characteristics of the language employed, so
that missing signs are easier to fill in. Shannon’s information theory pointed
the way to methods for reducing the error rate in the transfer of information
by an artificial increase of redundancy – which also increases the complexity
of the communication system.307 A simple example will explain why the use
of coding to increase redundancy can make a message less vulnerable to
disturbances. A telegram is sent; besides the text of the main message one
also includes an indication of the number of words the message contains
(entirely “redundant” information). The receiver of the message can
immediately check whether words have been lost in transmission. Similarly,
in the case of digital data traffic, it is useful to include in every series of bits
an extra bit signifying whether they add up to an odd or an even number. By
combining various codes of this sort in an intelligent way, one can ensure
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that errors are not only detected but even corrected automatically.308
After the introduction of the first micro-processor in 1971, the
number of commercial applications of the mathematical models of
information theory rapidly increased: modems, fax machines, video
recorders, personal computers... Until then, the range of applications had
been limited to expensive communications technology for space travel and
military purposes.309 In fact, it was in a military context that Claude
Shannon and Norbert Wiener had achieved the initial results of their
research during the Second World War.310 Techniques for noise reduction in
data transmission were originally developed in order to increase the
accuracy of radar images, for example. At M.I.T., Wiener was working on
electronic techniques for improving the efficiency of British anti-aircraft
defences against German bombers (and later V-1 flying bombs). The result
was a guidance system that used statistical calculations to predict the
position of a moving target at the moment the anti-aircraft shells would
reach it. This innovation did indeed make British defences much more
effective: after August 1944, the percentage of downed V-1 rockets rose from
10% to 50%.311
The success of information theory led to a considerable hype,
particularly in the 1950s and – after a temporary setback – again in the ’70s.
The initial excitement about Shannon’s theories inspired many scholars
from other academic fields as well. During the third congress of the
Professional Group on Information Theory (PGIT), held in London in 1956,
papers were presented in the fields of anatomy, animal welfare,
anthropology, computers, economy, electronics, linguistics, mathematics,
neurophysiology, neuropsychiatry, philosophy, phonetics, physics, political
theory, psychology and statistics. In the specialist journal IRE Transactions
on Information Theory many articles appeared around this time which went
far beyond the purview of science. Publications in the general press created
the impression in the minds of a broad public that information theory would
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eventually unite all possible scientific and semi-scientific fields. The
inevitable backlash soon came, bringing with it a stricter definition of
information theory; in the ’70s, however, the hype began anew, stimulated
by developments in DNA research and evolution theory.312
The idea that the concepts and mathematical models of information
theory could be applied to every conceivable domain and sub-domain once
again reflects the post-industrial myth that every human action and all
social intercourse can be seen in the perspective of information exchange,
knowledge transfer and communication processes. This myth has been
criticised by, among others, the cybernetician Heinz von Foerster. In an
essay published in 1980, entitled Epistemology of Communication, Von
Foerster rejected the proposition that the information theory developed by
Shannon and his colleagues was a fully-fledged theory of information and
communication. He argued that communication cannot be equated to a
mere exchange of signals. “Exchange” would be the wrong metaphor, as it
reduces human communication to a sort of pneumatic dispatch. (“This
suggests that if we are at opposite ends of a dialogue and have successfully
exchanged our opinions, I have your opinions and you have mine!
Presto!”313) According to Von Foerster, it is no accident that information
theory was conceived in a military context. It disregards the human capacity
for dialogue and discussion and casts all forms of communication into the
rigid format of a command:
... during wartime a particular mode of language – the imperative,
or the command – tends to predominate over others (the
descriptive, the interrogative, the exclamatory, etc.). In the
command mode it is assumed that the following takes place: a
command is uttered, it reaches a recipient, and the recipient carries
out the command.314
However, only in trivial situations could it be upheld that the output is
completely determined by the input (the emitted signal or command). Von
Foerster accused his opponents of cherishing a behaviourist ideal, according
Ibid., 19-20; Aftab et al., “Information Theory and the Digital Age”, 8-9.
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to which orders are carried out without a hitch. The difference between
signal and information becomes clear when a recipient refuses to obey; only
on such occasions are the conditions met for something new to happen. In
Von Foerster’s own, ethical view, communication implies that each
participant perceives himself through the eyes of the other.
Note that in this perspective of communicative competence,
concepts such as “agreement” and “consensus” do not appear and,
moreover, need not appear (and this is as it should be, since in
order for “consent” and “agreement” to be reached, communication
must already prevail).315
¶
This critique of the models and applications of the mathematical
information theory has its parallel in the criticism meted out to Wim
Crouwel in the 1970s. This came mostly from fellow designers like Jan van
Toorn who rejected Crouwel’s rational model of communication. Van
Toorn’s critique focused on the exhibition and catalogue designs that
Crouwel was commissioned by Edy de Wilde to make for the Stedelijk
Museum in Amsterdam. Van Toorn himself was responsible for catalogue
and exhibition design at the Van Abbemuseum in Eindhoven under the
directorship of Jean Leering. The quarrel between Crouwel and Van Toorn,
which erupted in various publications and public discussion forums, took
place against the background of an ideological battle between De Wilde and
Leering concerning the cultural role of the art museum in a modern,
emancipated society.316
Van Toorn reproached Crouwel for giving his exhibition designs
such an aloof and sacrosanct character that they automatically forced the
public into a passive role. He felt that the museum was presenting itself as a
bulwark of professional expertise and hence as an untouchable authority
that was not essentially interested in a dialogue with visitors. There was, it
Ibid., 27.
For an account of a public debate between Crouwel and Van Toorn, see
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was felt, “a one-way traffic in communication” that hindered “the formation
of independent opinions on the part of the public”. Van Toorn’s own
designs, on the other hand, were aimed at activating the public. As opposed
to the “canonisation of a final situation” based on specialist criteria the
general public was unfamiliar with, he advocated a presentation of the
material that would stimulate visitors to take on the role of researcher
themselves.317
The dispute between Crouwel and Van Toorn revolved around the
neutrality of the “means of conveyance”. The former believed in this
neutrality as strongly as the latter rejected it. “Crouwel’s fear of subjective
intervention leads to uniformity, and the loss of a strong identity,” Van
Toorn stated in a debate in 1972.318 Although they agreed that every
designer arranges the material and works out a design on the basis of that
arrangement or order, Crouwel was of the opinion that making an optimal
design came down to realising or revealing an order that was already
inherent in the material itself. With regard to designing for museums, he
claimed: “All design within the context of an art museum should be aimed at
showing the art to maximum advantage, so as to best serve both visitor and
artist ....”319 By contrast, Van Toorn argued that any arrangement of the
material by definition reflects a position and is therefore always biased,
arbitrary and more or less imposed. Instead of concealing this position
behind an aesthetic or objectivised form of presentation, museums should
make it explicit and clear. They should always provide insight into their own
selection and classification procedures; the fact that an exhibition has a
“man-made” character ought to be made immediately evident in the
exhibition itself.320 Crouwel’s response was that everything not emanating
from the art itself is redundant and distracting.
If your aim as a museum is to allow your public to form an
independent opinion about art, you should let the art speak for itself
317
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and you should refrain from acting, with all your good intentions, as
a disturbing factor. When art becomes the victim of a radical
communication theory, all this communicating amounts to little
more than noise. The plea for visualising the operation of the
museum is a model that mainly generates noise.321
The exhibition designs that Jan van Toorn created for Jean Leering,
including De Straat. Vorm van samenleving (The Street. Forms of
Communal Living), were characterised by a mixture of documentary and
collage forms. They featured text panels with photographs in a setting of
utilitarian materials, such as wooden planking and wire mesh fences, meant
to evoke an atmosphere of concrete reality.322 Whatever the subject of the
exhibition, the main intention was to create a layered representation in
which the decisive role of “stories and storytellers” would also become
tangible.323 Such politically motivated “realism” was at odds with Crouwel’s
abstract method of design. Yet, despite their differences, the two approaches
did have one important thing in common: both relied on an ideal of
transparency. Whereas Crouwel strove for transparency through formal
reduction and purification, Van Toorn thought he could achieve it by
accumulating material, offering only raw facts or samples and suspending
definitive points of reference. The paradox is that, despite their conflicting
approaches, both these designers were aiming at a zero degree of design:
Crouwel by avoiding random applications of form (“styling”), Van Toorn by
omitting all stages of reduction or translation in the communication
process. Both Crouwel and Van Toorn thus produced an extreme version of
design that poses as non-design. Each of the two regarded “the imposition
of form” as the biggest sin for a designer: the one because it would testify to
arbitrariness, obtrusion and unprofessionality, the other because it would be
authoritarian and patronising. But each of them thought it was the other
who was guilty of “imposing form”.
¶
Crouwel, “De vormgeving en het museum”, 16-17.
Huygen and Boekraad, Wim Crouwel. Mode en module, 119-121.
323
Frans van de Ven, Het verhaal van de Delta-Expo. Het activeringsmodel
in de expositievormgeving (Breda: Academie St. Joost, 2000), cited in Huygen and
Boekraad, Wim Crouwel. Mode en module, 121.
321

322

150

There is little proof that, in the 1970s, Wim Crouwel was acquainted with
the mathematical complexities of information theory. Although his
inaugural lecture as professor of industrial design (1973) contained a plea
for “the preparation of form according to consistent mathematical
principles”, what he really meant by this was the development of “clear
modular structures to improve the formal structure”.324 This mathematical
path was indicated not so much by Claude Shannon as by Buckminster
Fuller, the American designer quoted several times in Crouwel’s lecture.
Crouwel’s interest in mathematics concerned geometry, which he thought
allowed the application of modular principles – linkable and extendible
basic forms – to be taken to its logical conclusions. In a sense, this was his
answer to the political and ideological fixations of the period. Crouwel
proposed in his lecture that the designer should be content with the humble
and democratic role of a “preparer of form”.
The task of this preparer of form is therefore no longer to determine
the final appearance, but to search for the logical basic components;
the elements to be transformed. Then we shall have reached the
point where everyone can determine the final form for themselves,
instead of standing by helplessly.325
The paradoxical logic here is that Crouwel’s aversion to amateurism – which
made him insist on the elimination of the designer’s subjectivity – now led
him to the point of arguing that, in theory, a designer should do little more
than supply a range of possibilities, while the individual user, on the basis of
his or her personal creativity, would have the final say in “design decisions”.
The conviction that design is a specialist profession that, like any other, has
to be approached in a business-like way, led via this kink to the ultimate
conclusion that everyone could be their own designer.
The invention and production of artefacts should be monitored
critically, even when it concerns architects, designers and engineers,
who are supposedly qualified for it. All too often design results in a
sort of immutability, a dead end for creativity. We need to have the
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opportunity to express at least our most basic creative impulses, so
as to help shape the identity of our surroundings. Design that leads
to an unchangeable form has had its day.326
In Crouwel’s rational model of communication, the primacy lay with
information. “Relevant and essential information is fully original in itself;
the designer has nothing to add!”327 So ran the formula with which he hoped
to bring his main spectre under control – the spectre of random applications
of form. The idea that a designer might take a step or make a choice for
which there was no rational, logical justification undermined his self-image
of professional competence and expertise. The entire design philosophy of
Crouwel – and of Total Design – seems grounded in this idée-fixe. He
preferred to leave the final choices and decisions to the user, rather than run
the risk of making an unfounded choice himself. Crouwel gave users – at
least according to the theory outlined in his inaugural lecture – room to
determine their own priorities and criteria; users, after all, are laymen, so
they don’t commit any professional sin when taking an ill-considered or
arbitrary decision. Crouwel thus succeeded in completing the
professionalisation of the design trade in his own mind by leaving the nonprofessional element completely to amateurs. In so doing, he unconsciously
employed a tautological definition of professionalism: professional
designers are those who let others take all non-professional decisions.
As already mentioned, there are no indications that Crouwel was
familiar with the mathematics behind information theory. His claim that
relevant information was already “fully original in itself” failed to appreciate
the importance that had been attributed to redundancy in information
transfer ever since Claude Shannon’s 1948 publications. According to
Shannon’s information theory, any message that is not to some degree
predictable within the sign system employed, will, by definition, be
incomprehensible; only a small part of any given message is not determined
by the formal restraints of the language and can thus be regarded as “free”.
In the suppression of noise, which for Crouwel was crucial, the redundant,
non-original part of communication plays a major role. Redundancy reduces
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the error rate during the transfer of information.328 In this context it would
once again be interesting to make a comparison with conceptual art. In a
sense, conceptual artists raised the very spectres that graphic designers were
attempting to exorcise.
A 1966 work by Dan Graham, known as Schema (originally Poem
Schema), is among the works that Graham made in the second half of the
1960s in the form of independent contributions to magazines. Schema
consists of instructions for filling a given page in a given magazine. The
instructions were supposed to be carried out by the editor of the magazine,
who was to complete and execute the work by filling in the requested data in
the schema.329 This concerned not only the regular properties of the
magazine, such as the page dimensions and the weight of paper, but also the
printed text of the schema itself in its finished form (typeface, size of type,
number of words, number of lines, percentage of area occupied by type, and
so on). The editor entrusted with this work had to face the problem that
each item entered changed the schema’s text and thus influenced all the
other items. No matter how factual the requested information might be, this
problem could not, it seemed, be solved without arbitrary choices or
“subjective” interventions. “If a given variant,” explained Graham,
is attempted to be set up by the editor following the logic step-bystep (linearly) it would be found impossible to compose a completed
version as each of the component lines of exact data requiring
completion (in terms of specific number and percentages) would be
contingently determined by every other number and percentage
which itself would in turn be determined by the other numbers or
percentages, ad infinitum.330
From the perspective of information theory, this piece is reminiscent of
examples of encoding that increase the redundancy of information and
hence the reliability of the transfer. The procedure followed is almost
literally the same as in the case of a telegram that states the number of
words it contains. The crucial difference is that in Schema the code was
Campbell, Grammatical Man, 71-72.
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applied to itself. The editor realising Graham’s work had to confront the
problem that the full text of the “message” was only finalised after the
encoding had taken place. The distinction between information and noninformation, between text and layout, between layout and layout
instructions, completely collapsed; the ideal of a rationalised and
undistorted transfer of information failed due to internal contradictions.
The point of Schema is not only that pure noise merges with pure
information, but that the generation of noise follows a protocol which, at the
same time, serves as the content of the communicated message. What
applies to Lawrence Weiner’s Statements and to the “instruction pieces” and
“event scores” of other conceptual artists also applies to Schema: the work
consists of a script that, instead of describing something, sets something in
motion; and what is set in motion is the rewriting of the script itself. The
script is an instruction for internalising external conditions; in order to be
“performed” it needs to be reproduced with the means made available in the
environment in which it manifests itself.
If one were to place a work like Dan Graham’s Schema next to the
telephone directory designed by Total Design, the following conclusion
could be reached. Graphic design and conceptual art encountered each other
in the 1960s as two converse genres of “graphic art”.331 This did not involve
the blurring of boundaries between an autonomous and an applied form of
art; the encounter could better be described as a parallel development in
two fields separated by discursive barriers. Graphic designers and
conceptual artists alike acted as self-confident designers of a
communication process. Both groups subscribed at that time to the idea of
man as “an information-processing, decision-making, cybernetic machine
whose value systems are built up by feedback processes from his
environment.”332 Designers and conceptual artists, each in their own way,
testified to the conviction that the design process was something that had to
be “managed” and integrated into the large-scale information and media
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industry. To this end, and on the basis of a well-defined yet strictly limited
responsibility, both groups developed objective and repeatable protocols
that, nevertheless, possessed a highly idiosyncratic character.
In the 1960s the social position not only of designers but also of
conceptual artists was “a derivative of professional communication”.333 This
raises the question of whether the essential difference is that the work of
conceptual artists, in its capacity as autonomous art, is self-referential,
whereas the work of graphic designers is not. The examples dealt with here
– including, most evidently, Crouwel’s poster for the Vormgevers exhibition
– make it clear, however, that the work of designers likewise reflected upon
the conditions in which it came into being. Like Dan Graham’s Schema, the
telephone directory designed by Total Design can be read as an allegory of
its own production process – a quality that is often seen as typifying (late)modernist forms of art. “This is what is often called the autoreferentiality or
self-designation of the modern,” Fredric Jameson writes, “and the way in
which modernist works can so often be seen, implicitly or explicitly, to be
allegories of their own production.”334 In this respect, it would be incorrect
to state the difference between autonomous and applied art in absolute
terms. Even if one agrees with the proposition that artistic autonomy is a
prerequisite for any sort of self-reflection,335 there are no grounds for
ascribing less autonomy to graphic design, a professional discipline with its
own institutions and its own mature discourse, than to visual art.
In any case, self-referentiality need not be the only allegorical
dimension of the work. As Jameson himself argues, “it constitutes one
allegorical level ... among many others.”336 An example is the incorporation
of bureaucratic procedures and structures, as mentioned above, which
occurred in both conceptual art and graphic design of this period and was of
an allegorical rather than ironic nature. The way in which designers and
conceptual artists formally limited their own professional responsibility was
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not the least of their bureaucratic or semi-bureaucratic traits.
This opposing delineation of responsibility – information versus
visualisation – helps to determine a more substantial difference between
artists and designers. The collective production of conceptual artists –
however difficult to define337 – can be interpreted in retrospect as a
composite allegory of the obsession with an optimal, undistorted transfer of
information founded on rational planning and decisions. In contrast to the
transparency that designers were aiming at (in Wim Crouwel’s case by
filtering out the “noise”, or in Jan van Toorn’s by exposing the ideological
agenda of the client), there was the deliberate redundancy of conceptual art.
Many works by conceptual artists are about the redundancy or circularity of
a design method such as Crouwel’s, who pretended to “only reveal” an order
which he had actually first imposed upon the material himself. Mel
Bochner’s Axiom of Indifference (1972-73) can thus be regarded as a
dismantled version of a Crouwel design. The work embraces an order that is
lucid, systematic, rational and above all self-evident, but which on closer
inspection clarifies or explains nothing at all – and makes no secret of the
fact. Permeated by simulations of logic and mathematical simplicity, this
order passes off verifiability as transparency. Once the viewer has
discovered (or even suspects) the logical principle of the distribution of the
coins, there remains little else to do than to verify the consistency of the
execution. In so doing, the viewer repeats every single step previously taken
by the artist in the “design phase”, and thus reproduces for himself the
redundancy of the creative process.
In an analogous way, Dan Graham’s Schema can be read as a selfdestructive version of a design by Jan van Toorn. The work provides only
raw ingredients and does not hide behind a stylised form. It shows all the
options and explicitly refers to its context. It pretends to activate its
audience but in fact it is fully preoccupied with the process of activation,
mediation and conveyance – and is frank about it. In the final analysis, this

Cf. Camiel van Winkel, “The Obsession with a Pure Idea”, in: cat.
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model turns out to be no less empty and circular than the functionalist
alternative.
The overt redundancy of conceptual art was connected with the
refusal of artists to accept a strict separation between message and noise.
While other professionals in the field of communication focused on the
elimination of ambiguity, conceptual artists were not afraid to be
misunderstood. Their rhetoric derived part of its strength from the scientific
premise that redundancy is inherent in the functioning of communication
systems. Thus, they challenged something which they at the same time fully
embraced: the presuppositions of professional communication and efficient
information transfer.
¶
In the 1980s, when Jeff Koons reinvented conceptual art and gave it a new
hedonistic veneer, everything was the same and yet different. Critics and
other professional viewers recognised the split between conception and
execution that lay hidden beneath his work’s kitschy aura of wholeness,
reconciliation and total communication. This insight enabled them to
pronounce a perhaps not so obvious judgment. At the time of the Banality
series (1988-89), Jean-Christophe Amman wrote:
There is no denying that a strategy underlies Jeff Koons’ work, a
strategy whose theoretical foundations and potential may be more
interesting at this point than the work it begets. … Jeff Koons’
sculptures are obviously conceptual. … [W]hat appears to be a
sample of ready-made kitsch is in fact thoughtfully contrived.338
While endorsing the view that his work was conceptual, Koons carefully
dissociated himself from the “dry” version of conceptual art practised in the
1960s and ’70s. He reproached the artists of that period for having alienated
the public. “The ideas are wonderful but they can be presented without that
alienating effect,” he said in 1988.

Jean-Christoph Amman, “Jeff Koons. A Case Study”, Parkett 19 (March
1989), 56-58.
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My work strives for a dialogue with the viewer to help fight off that
alienation. I want to keep the public so that they can get the ideas.339
The alienation Koons referred to did not stem from the fact that conceptual
artists had often left the execution of their ideas to others, but it did stem
from their tendency to accept every outcome of this. As discussed above, the
historical version of conceptual art represented both a product of the
managerial revolution and a critical commentary on it; paradoxically,
however, the critical element resided in the very absence of any evaluation
of the process and its results. These artists’ wish to restrict their
responsibility to the planning phase meant that they tended to regard any
result as a good result. For Koons, such a phlegmatic attitude was
unthinkable and disgraceful; he felt it had made the public lose faith in the
integrity of artists and the quality of their craft. Koons’ own mission has
always been to restore that faith; he wants to enable viewers to regain their
faith in art.
I believe in art morally. When I make an artwork, I try to use craft
as a way, hopefully, to give the viewer a sense of trust. I never want
anybody to look at a painting, or to look at a sculpture, and to lose
trust in it somewhere.340
Like his predecessors, Koons has set himself up as a manager-supervisor,
the designer of a communication trajectory; the difference is that he takes
responsibility for the whole process: not only for the concept, but also for
the visualisation – not only for the design, but also for the execution. His
production is characterised by a colossal aspiration towards quality control.
He had the life-sized wooden and porcelain sculptures of the Banality series
manufactured to his own design in an edition of three by artisans in German
and Italian knickknack workshops. Rather than instructing them over the
telephone, Koons took charge on the spot from beginning to end,
determining what was to happen and how the work was to look, right down
to the smallest details. He was not interested in any creative contribution on
the part of the workers, let alone in productive misunderstandings.
Cited in Mary Anne Staniszewski, “Jeff Koons: Conceptual Art of the ’60s
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... I could not give these people that freedom. I mean, how can I let
them do it; these people aren’t artists. So, I had to do the creating. I
did everything. I directed every color; I made color charts. This has
to be pink, this has to be blue. Everything! Every leaf, every flower,
every stripe, every aspect.341
Since Koons did not entrust himself with the manual work, the gulf between
conception and execution persisted. The way in which he established his
authorship of these works was also ambivalent. He had them signed on the
pedestal by the artisan who executed the model, but also placed his own
signature – invisibly, underneath.
The way it works is that one of the factory artists makes the model
and signs it. I sign underneath the piece with the date and number
of the edition. I have them sign it because I want them to give me
100%, to exploit themselves. I also like not being physically involved
because I feel that, if I am, I become lost in my own physicality. I get
misdirected toward my true initiative so that it becomes
masturbative.342
With the porcelain pieces from the series, such as Naked, the signature of
the ceramist is baked into the clay, while Koons’ signature was applied
separately to each individual piece. This double signature suggests that the
artisans remain imprisoned in their provincial straitjacket of folklore and
ornament, while the master planner not only organises the distribution of
the work across the Western hemisphere, but is the one who endows it with
true authenticity.343 Jeff Koons may pretend that he is challenging the
alienation of the viewer, but he leaves intact the division between manual
and intellectual labour – for Marx the fountainhead of alienation.
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4. Artists and Critics in the Culture of Design

“The less we conduct our life in accordance with the precepts of tradition
or inner conviction,” writes Hugues Boekraad,
the more it is influenced by professional languages and patterns of
action and by categories of evaluation and observation. It is at that
moment that designers make their appearance. The function of
design – including the design of one’s own life – has become so
dominant that it can serve as a metaphor for post-traditional life.
In the absence of prescribed forms, life becomes a quest for new
forms.344
Once again, we find confirmation of the fact that the primacy of design is
identical to the regime of visibility.
The culture of interiority is abolished by the culture of design,
which by definition focuses on externality and visibility. As a
strategy of visualisation, design is, one could say, the quintessence
of postmodern self-determination, both for institutions and
individuals.345
The idea of a pure “culture of interiority” which, because of its disregard
for matters of appearance, has been eradicated by a postmodern culture
of design may well offer the culture critic a convenient starting point, but
it is stated in terms that are too absolute. After all, there is little
consistency in claiming that a certain phenomenon, in this case the
culture of design, is extremely superficial, if at the same time it is said to
have profound consequences. If the traditional culture of interiority and
the postmodern culture of design really had no common ground at all,
the latter would not have been able to affect the former, let alone
eradicate it. In reality, they do have common ground: there can be no
culture without an awareness of form, no substance without
Frederike Huygen and Hugues Boekraad, Wim Crouwel. Mode en module
(Rotterdam: 010, 1997), 189.
345
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representation. All the more reason, then, for critics to look for
reciprocal adaptations and transformations rather than to fear for the
end of the idealist tradition.
In the previous chapters [of The Regime of Visibility], I have
attempted to show something of the shifts and effects that have occurred
in the field of art over recent decades under the regime of visibility and
design. Although this undertaking is connected to Boekraad’s notion of
design as the “quintessence of postmodern self-determination”, it should
be clear that issues related to the visualisation of the non-visual and the
externalisation of internal processes are not by definition alien to the
agenda of the artist. On the contrary, since time immemorial such issues
have belonged to the core business of visual art.
¶
In contemporary art, the primacy of design coincides with the dictates of
professionalism. An important presupposition with regard to artistic
practice is that every facet of the creative process can be planned,
controlled and substantiated. Artists who fail to comply are generally
considered unprofessional. For some artists in the 1960s, wearing a suit
and tie was still part of a satirical pose. Since the ’80s and ’90s, however,
the external signs of professional competence have been completely
integrated into artistic practice: even if artists now wear a T-shirt and
jeans, they have a fax machine and an assistant to operate it; they are
able to make detailed estimates, compile project dossiers and participate
in competitions. What was referred to earlier as a managerial revolution
in art seems to have been brought to completion at this time.
For Wim Crouwel and his colleagues at Total Design, the
streamlining and professionalisation of the design trade was still a way of
distinguishing themselves from the artist-bohemian. Design firms needed to
dissociate themselves from purely instinctive applications of form in order
to gain entry to the corporate world of professional services. Today,
however, the dictates of professionalism are being imposed equally on all
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practitioners in the creative sector, artists and designers alike, which partly
erases their differences again.
And the irony of history goes even further. In the previous chapter,
I drew a parallel between conceptual artists and graphic designers in the
’60s. Both groups erected a watertight partition between information and
visualisation, which enabled them to firmly limit their own responsibility to
one of the two halves of the creative process. As the example of Jeff Koons
demonstrates, such semi-accountability is no longer acceptable for
contemporary, neo-conceptual artists. They not only claim responsibility for
the concept and the planning of the work, but also direct its execution, even
when farming it out. (Koons may appear to be an extreme and rather
exceptional case, but another example is Cindy Sherman, whose works are
improvised rather than designed. Her habit of dividing the creation of a
work between two characters – one active and one passive – and of playing
both roles herself testifies to a need to minimise her dependence on the
involvement of others.)
To this, we should now add that the ’90s saw graphic designers –
or at least the trendsetters among them – claiming greater responsibility
too. The result is that the parallel between designers and visual artists
has persisted. Wim Crouwel’s view that a designer should never interfere
with the content of the information to be conveyed has not gained a
following. His unresolved dispute with Jan van Toorn has been won by
the disciples of the latter. Today’s graphic designers see themselves as
editors as well as suppliers of content. One of the idées reçues of the
contemporary design world is that form cannot be separated from
content; that content is, by definition, “mediated”. Designers feel they
are allowed, or even obliged, to use all available means to intervene in
the transfer between client and public. An instrumental, functional type
of design no longer stands for transparency; instead, it connotes
manipulation and hidden institutional agendas. Designers today pose
critical questions to their clients and keep a sharp eye on the
environment in which the product to be designed is intended to
function. They claim a role as author. The crediting of Bruce Mau as coauthor of the Koolhaas opus S,M,L,XL is a notorious example of a widely

164

accepted practice. Essays, conferences and curricula have been devoted
to the theme of “the designer as author”.346
The way certain design critics conceive of their own task suggests
that visual art and graphic design can now be perceived and assessed
analogously – not because the creativity of the designer is thought to
approach the autonomous genius of the artist, but because both artist
and designer are concerned with a form of institutional critique, and
thus produce some version of applied concept art.
The “question of application” implies an analysis of the
relationship between formal, intrinsic and contextual aspects, and
leads to the question of how the design holds its ground in the
interaction with its environment – a question that is deemed
inappropriate within the doctrine of autonomous art. Entangled in
the web of visual culture, art is more than ever part of this
environment rather than separate from or above it, and basically
every artist has become a designer, even if not every designer
makes art.347
¶
If it is part of the legacy of conceptual art that artists can no longer
simply “make” things, does this imply that every single difference
between visual art and design has disappeared? That the boundaries
between the disciplines have become completely blurred? Does it follow
from the characterisation of design as the “quintessence of postmodern
self-determination” that ultimately all visual disciplines – including
painting, television, architecture, urban planning and film – will become
completely subsumed into the super-category of design?
An initial answer to these questions must be negative. In each of
these disciplines, all that practitioners can do is make sure that, within
the specific context, the regime of visibility and the principles of good
design are taken into account. As long as every discipline continues to
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have a discourse of its own and a specific frame of reference – something
that is guaranteed by the specialisation of institutions and experts – it is
bound to persist as a separate discipline, even if the last external
differences have disappeared. Artists as well as graphic designers act as
“professionals”, and professionalism is difficult to imagine in the
absence of a specific and delineated profession.
A second answer, that in no way detracts from the first, takes the
opposite approach. The well-rehearsed discourse of blurring boundaries
fails to appreciate the fact that the boundaries of art already disappeared
50 or 100 years ago. Ever since artists first came up with works that were
apparently indistinguishable from industrial products or everyday
objects, it has been impossible to determine the properties of visual art
as a specific domain on purely visual grounds. Nevertheless, time and
time again, the promotional machine of contemporary art declares
euphorically that “the boundaries are blurring”. This tendency only
proves how desperately these boundaries are needed, and will continue
to be needed, if only to allow the avant-garde gesture of transgression to
retain its relevance. In reality, the fact that some artists step into the
shoes of industrial designers, documentary filmmakers or fashion
photographers is not exceptional at all, since it is impossible to define
the rule to which such practices would form an exception. The prophets
of blurring boundaries ignore the fact that, outside the presentation or
production context, no one knows what it is that makes a work of art
recognisable as such and, therefore, no one can indicate the point
beyond which visual art no longer coincides with itself.
There are no longer any criteria to determine what it means to be
a visual artist. No specific skills are required of visual artists (unlike
artists working in other branches, such as music, dance, film or
typography). The profession lacks undisputable norms of competence
and expertise. Anything can be a work of art, as long as an artist labels
and presents it as such. Although many observers regret this fact or even
try to disprove it, it is essentially the great merit of art in the twentieth
century. The unrecognisability of visual art, coupled with the loss of a
general notion of workmanship, represents the downside of the
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boundless freedom that artists possess when it comes to defining their
work. What visual art is, is an open question, to which every work of art
provides a one-off, concrete answer.348
Artist X possesses quality x, artist Y possesses quality y, but
neither of these properties is inherent to art itself nor directly deducible
from it. The very fact that quality x changes into a weakness or a
handicap when it occurs in artist Y makes this clear. The strength of the
individual artist is a contingent fabric of properties, unsuited to
generalisation.
Afraid of jeopardising their credibility and social position, many
art world insiders tend to deny this fact. They wear themselves out trying
to provide a general definition of the expertise of the visual artist. The
point is well illustrated by the following conversation:
Can we still speak of a general expertise? – The expertise of the
artist lies in the organising of expertise. – So how does an artist
differ from a manager? – He tilts the perspective and thus
changes the way things are “seen”. – He is a dilettante; he strays
into unknown territories and comes up with unexpected solutions.
– But how do you distinguish this dilettantism from that of my
neighbour or anybody else? – Your neighbour doesn’t make a
profession of it.349
Confident statements like these clearly demonstrate the impossible
position of the visual artist in the information age. The artist is seen as a
“qualified dilettante” – a “professional amateur”: someone who, like
ordinary people, knows nothing about most things, but who effectively
employs the expert knowledge of others, just as managers do. Compared
to real managers, however, artists have a “different” view of the world,
which enables them to come up with unusual, singular, out-of-theordinary solutions. Above all, artists are professional; in everything they
do, they display the utmost dedication and competence – something of
which ordinary people, caught up in the daily grind, are no longer
Cf. Camiel van Winkel, Moderne leegte. Over kunst en openbaarheid
(Nijmegen: SUN, 1999), 100-104. For a further substantiation, see Thierry De Duve,
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deemed capable. The British artist Martin Creed has aptly summed up
this paradoxical situation: “It’s true, anyone can do it… It’s just I’m
better than anyone else at it.”350
¶
In modernity, the more the responsibility for the work of art came to lie
exclusively with the artist, at the expense of the client or the patron, the
more the responsibility for the interpretation of the work shifted to the
beholder, at the expense of the artist. The subjectification of modern art
occurred, then, in two independent forms – two forms that correct and
counterbalance each other: the subjectification of production and the
subjectification of reception.
The control that artists have over their work is at once
unrestricted and minimal. During the creative process, they can consider
every option and take all the decisions themselves; they can determine
how the work is to be made and where it will be presented. But as soon
as the work is finished, it no longer seems to be their own. The moment
they step into the limelight with their work, it begins to slip away and to
alienate itself. Or, worse still, the work is already detaching itself from
them even while they are still making it; it happens as soon as they step
back to contemplate and evaluate what they have done “as if through
someone else’s eyes”. It is impossible for artists not to anticipate the
reaction of the public at some point and to some degree, or not to
determine their attitude towards the expectations that people have of
them. (Even when Cindy Sherman deliberately contravened the
prediction made by certain critics about the future development of her
work, she was in fact allowing their views to influence her.351) For some
artists, anticipating the reaction of the public is no less than an artistic
strategy. They design a full range of impressions, associations and
Quoted in Fiachra Gibbons, “Judges switched on as Turner Prize goes to
the Creed of nothingness”, The Guardian (10 December 2001).
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experiences that they imagine will occur in the mind of the viewer. The
predicted response of the public thus generates the blueprint of the work
even before it is made. This approach may restore the illusion of total
artistic control, but it actually increases the alienation; indeed, these
artists are only internalising the externalised condition of the work.
The significance of 1960s conceptual art is closely related to the
paradox of subjectification. Conceptual artists (or the most radical
among them) interrupted the artistic process in order to admit an “alien”
element, thus signalling that the work is never completely the artist’s
own. By separating the conception of a work from its realisation, and
leaving the execution of a script to others, or by not interfering in a
predetermined process and accepting any outcome of it, they confirmed
that the artist’s control is both all-embracing and non-existent.
Conceptual artists abandoned once and for all the pretence that the
artist possesses specific expertise. They made art in the awareness not
only that it had become impossible to decide whether a work of art was
professional and competent, but also that this undecidedness was
inherent to art in the modern era.352 They realised that the pure
subjectivity of the autonomous gesture and the pure objectivity of chance
– “subjective triumph and objective randomness”353 – are largely
indistinguishable when it comes to their material residue. Frank Stella’s
early paintings had made this much clear to them.
¶
Although the managerial revolution in art took place via conceptual art,
the consequent imposition of the dictates of professionalism on
contemporary art is not in the spirit of conceptual artists. They had a
more ambivalent attitude towards the professional competence of the
artist than is customary now. Their tendency to refrain from evaluating
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the outcome of their scripts is actually unthinkable in the situation of
today: critical self-assessment is the sine qua non of contemporary art
practice. The norm, upheld by critics, teachers and curators, is that the
artist critically observes and evaluates every stage in the creative
process. Jeff Koons is therefore not alone in his rejection of the premise
that any result is a good result.
The historical impact of conceptual art has produced two
contradictory tendencies. Its characteristic formats – text panels,
photographic documents, temporary “situations”, performances, etc. –
have become part of the toolbox available to any contemporary artist. At
the same time, the criteria for judging works of art have never been
updated in the spirit of conceptual art.354 Artists like Lawrence Weiner
wanted art to transcend value judgments in terms of creativity,
originality and innovation. They strove to dismantle the normative effect
of such criteria. In their view, the reception of works of art should be
determined more than in the past by the contribution and initiative of
those at the receiving end. In 1972 Weiner stated that the “receiver” of
his work could decide at any moment to destroy a material realisation if
he or she needed space (for example for a new TV set) or could make an
alternative version, should this be occasioned by new insights or a
change in material preferences.355
As one movement among many, conceptual art has been granted
its place in the annals of twentieth century art, yet it has not had a
lasting effect on the way the history of art in the twentieth century is
being written. Creativity, originality and innovation remain the
dominant concepts. Basically, all those institutionally engaged in the
professional judgment of art objects – critics, museum curators and art
historians – have managed to shield themselves against the implications
of conceptual art. The intended separation of conception and execution
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– the replacement of a finished work by an open description or
instruction – threatened to destabilise the very idea of a considered
quality judgment. If any realisation is a good realisation and any result a
good result, what more is there to say about it? Conceptual artists
ignored the accepted modernist criteria of quality, thus ridiculing and
undermining the position of professional assessors.
The visual appearance of a work is subordinate to the underlying
ideas. Typical contemporary art clichés like this would appear to affirm
the conceptual legacy but in fact serve a contrary aim, namely to
safeguard the notion of original and critical artistic practice, which had
been threatened by the nonchalant attitude of conceptual artists. The
aim is also to protect artistic production in general from the regime of
visibility that so strongly defines contemporary culture as a whole. In
this context, what critics have written about the work of Cindy Sherman
is highly significant. When the visual appearance of an oeuvre is barely
(if at all) distinguishable from the products of commercial mass culture,
critics refer to the underlying ideas – and the quality, originality and
critical content of those ideas – as the basis for a positive judgment. In
1984 Rosalind Krauss’s interpretation of Sherman’s work amounted to a
belated attempt to hold on to the spirit of conceptual art – an attempt
that was inevitably stymied by its own radicality. When an artist makes
work that is not original, the only way to judge that work positively is to
assume a critical content. As Krauss denied both the originality and the
critical content of Sherman’s work, she inevitably ended up emptyhanded.
Most critics claiming to be faithful to the spirit of conceptual art
take care not to manoeuvre themselves into such an impossible position;
they posit that conceptuality in art implies a critical attitude towards
visuality and visual priorities. As the art historian Thomas Crow writes:
The “withdrawal of visuality” or “suppression of the beholder”,
which were the operative strategies of Conceptualism, decisively
set aside the assumed primacy of visual illusion as central to the
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making and understanding of a work of art.356
Fellow art historians working to transform their profession into an
interdisciplinary study of “visual culture” are accused by Crow of
ignoring this shift in priorities in the art of the last forty years. He even
finds that they reinstate, in camouflaged form, modernist dogmas of the
1950s that conceptual art had attempted to eliminate:
... high modernism in the 1950s and 1960s ... constructed its
canon around the notion of opticality: as art progressively refined
itself, the value of a work lay more and more in the coherence of
the fiction offered to the eye alone. The term visual culture, of
course, represents a vast vertical integration of study, extending
from the esoteric products of fine-art traditions to handbills and
horror videos, but it perpetuates the horizontal narrowness
entailed in modernism’s fetish of visuality.357
In the previous chapter I have tried to show that the attitude of
conceptual artists towards the visual aspect of art was less dismissive
than Crow suggests. These artists were the first to take into account the
primacy of information, the cultural “achievement” that essentially
undermines any categorical distinction between visual and non-visual
parameters. Conceptual art did not, therefore, favour the non-visual over
the visual, as Crow would have it, or language over image, but insisted
on their equivalence, thus changing the work of art into a medium for
the transfer of information.358
¶

“Unwritten Histories of Conceptual Art: Against Visual Culture”, in: Crow,
Modern Art in the Common Culture (New Haven/London: Yale University Press,
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Jorge Pardo, a contemporary prototype of an “applied concept artist”,
concurs with this: “I don’t believe in the difference between the decorative and the
textual, because I think they both carry meaning on fundamentally the same level.
To look at an ornament can be just as generative as to read a text. Whether the
information that is produced comes from the relationship of the ornamental or the
textual is all the same to me.” Jörn Schafaff and Barbara Steiner, “Interview with
Jorge Pardo”, in: Schafaff and Steiner, eds., Jorge Pardo (Ostfildern-Ruit: Hatje
Cantz, 2000), 10.
356

172

The lack of solid, a priori criteria for the critical judgment of works of
contemporary art means that recourse is often taken to an outdated
avant-garde discourse, causing the work to be read as a refusal by the
artist to submit to the mediocrity of human existence and the
perfidiousness of modern, capitalist society. Even well-established and
professional critics who, if asked, would confirm the demise of the avantgarde, unconsciously cling to this discourse by employing some form of
critical negation or negativity as the ultimate touchstone for art. (In the
passage cited above, this is discernible in Crow’s use of terms like
“withdrawal” and “suppression”.) While the popular media have, as a
rule, already chosen to appraise the work of artists on the basis of the
principles of good design – actually a tautological procedure, as these
media only recognise works of art that already comply with these
principles – the specialist critics wish to retain the specificity of their
judgment and their ability to draw distinctions. The avant-garde
discourse, no matter how watered down, enables them to do this.
The fact, acknowledged by conceptual artists, that “information is
primary”,359 minimises the already reduced relevance of criticality or
negativity as a criterion for the quality of contemporary works of art.
Reinforced by the universal regime of bits in the digital era, the primacy
of information has resulted in the abolition of the material difference
between negation and affirmation. The time when the creation of an
abstract painting was invariably interpreted as the refusal of a
recognisable image, or even as an attack on the medium of painting
itself, belongs to an irretrievable past. In 1951, Robert Rauschenberg’s
white monochromes were still experienced as an act of iconoclasm and,
as such, food for scandal; with his Erased De Kooning Drawing two
years later, Rauschenberg disclosed the hidden violence of his gesture.
Nowadays such qualifications are obsolete. The refusal to create
something visual, or to produce a recognisable image, just as well results
in a package of information to be communicated; in terms of the
exchange between artist and public, it makes little difference.
A phrase by Seth Siegelaub from 1969. See Lucy R. Lippard, ed., Six Years:
The Dematerialization of the Art Object from 1966 to 1972 [1973], (Berkeley/Los
Angeles/London: University of California Press, 1997), 125.
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The question then remains as to whether this regime of
information is compatible with the regime of visibility described in the
first chapter of this book [The Regime of Visibility]. After all, these two
regimes would appear to conflict. The first means that it makes no
difference whether one visualises something or not; the second accepts
only things that have been clearly visualised and can be seen. But even
though the regime of information implies the equivalence of the visual
and the non-visual whereas the regime of visibility implies their nonequivalence, what they have in common is, firstly, an acceptance of the
fundamental possibility of visualising the non-visual, and, secondly, an
indifference towards anything that might be lost in this translation. By
causing a complete separation between information and visualisation in
the realm of art, conceptual artists ushered in not only the reduction of
art to a form of communication, but also (as we can ascertain with
hindsight) its subjection to the laws of the media and the regime of
visibility.360 Yet these artists can hardly be blamed for the specific
consequences of this subjection in today’s cultural situation; their
responsibility was always, as mentioned previously, strictly delineated.
¶
The foregoing can now be summarised as follows. 1. Criteria for judging
works of art have never been adapted in line with the spirit of conceptual
art. 2. Anyone who does this will sooner or later become entangled in
contradictions. 3. Still, it would be ill-advised to ignore the implications
of conceptual art, since it was a symptom of social and cultural
conditions that retain their relevance even today.

Looking back in 1996, Siegelaub had this to say about it: “Art is always
related to its time, but it is a dialectical relation; in one aspect, art reflected the
radical politics of its time, but it also mirrored the other more conservative aspects,
as the Sixties saw the rise of the tertiary sector, the service sector. One could argue
that ‘conceptual art’ was just another facet of the rise of the communication society,
global village, etc.” Ute Meta Bauer and Maria Eichhorn, “Interview with Seth
Siegelaub”, in: Paul Andriesse and Mariska van den Berg, eds., Art Gallery
Exhibiting (Amsterdam: Paul Andriesse and Uitgeverij De Balie, 1996), 214.
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Against this background, it is clear why art critics do not shrink
from rhetoric in their efforts to uphold the validity of their critical and
aesthetic judgments. Pleas for more “workmanship”, for a reskilling of
artistic practice,361 are merely a smokescreen put up to hide the
indeterminacy of their aesthetic judgment, and the embarrassment it
causes them. Now that the metier of art no longer offers any clear
touchstones, the problem for critics is not that artists simply muddle
along but that there are no universal criteria for deciding the quality of
the muddle. Nobody is able to formulate in general terms the technical
or aesthetic demands to be met for something to qualify as a successful
work of art. Although this is an artistic achievement of the historical
avant-garde, it evokes in many minds an image of crisis and
impoverishment.
In such a situation, critics should not attempt to formulate new,
contemporary quality criteria, which they can then use to re-establish
their reputations for expertise; this would only result in unfounded selfconfidence and new orthodoxies. (Even when simply trying to articulate
one’s own personal taste in general terms, it is difficult not to
underestimate the unpredictability of aesthetic judgment and thus bring
oneself up short.) Moreover, such attempts would increase the confusion
touched upon earlier between descriptive and prescriptive discourse.362
Instead, critics should operate on the basis of a “post-conceptual
consciousness”, which, to begin with, involves an awareness of the three
points listed above. In principle, this form of self-reflection does not
provide new touchstones; what it does is make critics realise why they
have none, and why this situation is irreversible.
All things considered, there remains only one convincing
guideline for art criticism, and that is that one should turn around all the
See for example Cornel Bierens, “De gemakzuchtige slaapkamers. De
beeldende kunst moet onderduiken”, NRC Handelsblad, Cultureel Supplement (19
May 2000), 1.
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arguments for and against the work of art in question – and keep turning
them around. Each quality of the work should also be seen as a potential
flaw, and each flaw as a potential quality. Artists parading as
professionals should be criticised just as harshly as those posing as
dilettantes; after all, neither of these positions is now tenable in a pure
form. The same goes for the negativity or critical content of the work. As
an artistic attitude, negation always includes an affirmative element: it is
precisely in what is most abject and alien that artists – or in their place
critics – recognise something akin to what is closest and most familiar or
intimate. This dialectic is of particular importance when it comes to the
opposition between art and mass culture. As has been argued at various
points in this book, the rhetorical separation of the superficial from the
profound – as two separate sectors within culture – hinders the
development of more sophisticated forms of criticism and cultural
analysis.
(In)competence and (un)professionalism represent a problem for
critics just as much as for the artists they write about; the notion of a
“professional quality judgment” is just as dubious as a critique presented
as dilettante. What is more, the work may lead critics into territories like
film, fashion and advertising photography, where their specialist
knowledge offers little or no guidance. Instead of calling on artists to
deliver more workmanship, or imposing a particular agenda on them, it
would be better to admit that the critic is bogged down in the same
morass as that in which the artist necessarily operates. The impossible
demarcation of their own expertise, which nevertheless is always by
definition a limited one, is a structural fact that both artists and critics
urgently need to face.
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5. Living with Art

In the twentieth century, avant-garde artists attempted to break through the
barriers of the aesthetic and gain access to the social domain. Since this
required the employment of every imaginable means, they frequently had to
involve themselves with design – sometimes to their own surprise.
Designers and stylists – pragmatists as they are – appeared to occupy a
more natural place in the everyday life of ordinary people. This fact led
artists to admire, envy and imitate them. Under certain circumstances, it
seemed acceptable or even logical for artists to move on from designing a
better world to designing a better home or a better chair.
Particularly in the 1910s and 1920s, with De Stijl and Bauhaus, the
revolutionary spirit of the avant-garde managed to penetrate deeply into the
domain of furniture and interior design without having to compromise itself
to any degree. Holding on to their revolutionary ideals, artists accepted the
fact that they would quasi-automatically and quasi-permanently end up in
the role of designers. This trend persisted in the calmer political climate of
the 1950s, when – due to the growth in prosperity and industrial
rationalisation – products of “good design” became available to growing
segments of the population. While some artists and theorists continued to
cling to a hierarchical and substantial distinction between fine and applied
art, the Flemish critic K.-N. Elno, for example, saw the refashioning of
artists into furniture and interior designers as the only way to ensure the
“social salvation” of modern art. Earlier, Elno had come to the conclusion
that collaborations between artists and architects tended to result in
disaster. In the words of historian Fredie Floré:
Things will go awry as long as artists attempt to involve themselves
in architecture from a position of autonomy; whereas as designers
they automatically obtain access to homes and interiors, and their
work becomes part of a lived-in, everyday environment. Objects
designed by artists may function as mass-produced works of art,
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which, since they can actually be used, become part of life and
transform that life.363
Has the involvement of artists as designers proved counterproductive, or,
on the contrary, has it never been pushed far enough? Whatever the case,
while the development of modern art in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries was driven by the desire of artists to free themselves from the
chains of bourgeois decorum, works of art continue to be associated in the
popular mind with notions of luxury, affluence, wealth, status and property.
The greatest scandal of modern art may well be that, even today, the works
of most artists continue to end up in bourgeois interiors as more or less
intellectual lifestyle ornaments. Thus these works of art still fulfil a
representative or even decorative function. Notwithstanding the belief that
the mission of modern art, rooted in the Enlightenment, is connected to the
emancipation of the individual and the battle against stifling tradition, one
has to admit that its use to decorate bourgeois interiors – once disdainfully
termed the “Bonnard option” by Thierry De Duve364 – is the rule rather than
the exception.
The obstinate refusal to discuss this overwhelmingly decorative use
of contemporary art is an indication that the subject is one of the last great
taboos. The critical art discourse tends to focus on works and oeuvres on
show in public or semi-public exhibition spaces or acquired by museums.
Even in current discussions concerning the social relevance of
contemporary art, a function such as decorating private interiors is seldom
mentioned, suggesting that this is not considered a truly social function.
This taboo may be the result of an unresolved legacy of the 1960s. If
minimal art has degenerated into a stylised design language in the hands of
interior designers and furniture makers, we comfort ourselves with the
thought that, within the artistic domain, this degeneration has been
compensated for and overcome by the critical procedures of conceptual art.
Conceptual artists are supposed to have put an end to the primacy of the
visual in art, instead placing the immaterial at centre stage. Through their
Fredie Floré, “Sociaal modernisme. De designkritiek van K.-N. Elno
(1920–1993)”, De Witte Raaf 89 (January-February 2001), 7-8.
364
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cerebral, concept-based approach, art has been liberated once and for all
from the snare of representative and decorative applications. The generally
accepted notion that the visual appearance of a work of art is subordinate to
the underlying ideas also suggests – wrongly – that the world of the artist
has been transformed into a universe in which bourgeois decorum and
superficiality, by definition, no longer have any role to play. It is from this
post-conceptual perspective and with this self-assured attitude that, every
so often, thematic exhibitions are devoted to “The Decorative in TwentiethCentury Art” or “Ornament and Abstraction”.365 By looking exclusively at
formal links between certain modern or post-modern works of art on the
one hand and traditional ornamental and decorative patterns on the other,
the curators of these exhibitions imply that art as a whole has transcended
the dimensions of decoration and ornament; these dimensions will only be
noted when an artist introduces them purposely in the construction of an
individual, autonomous oeuvre.
Anyone who ignores the decorative use of contemporary art fails to
recognise a significant post-war development in the artistic discourse: the
revision of the absolute distinction between the decorative and the nondecorative. One finds this even in the writings of Clement Greenberg, the
spiritual father of modernist painting. Greenberg believed that certain
pictorial means are inherently decorative, notably “tenuous flatness; pure,
valueless contrasts of hue; large, ‘empty’ tracts of uniform color;
rudimentary simplicity of design; absence of accents – sheer, raw visual
substance”.366 However, he also stated that, in principle, artists were able to
make “decorative means” subordinate to “non-decorative ends”.
“Decoration is the specter that haunts modernist painting”, he wrote in
1957, “and part of the latter’s formal mission is to find ways of using the
decorative against itself.”367

L’Envers du décor. Dimensions décoratives dans l’art du XXe siècle was an
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If this critical mission was not – or not entirely – accomplished by
Greenberg’s “own” generation of artists, conceptual artists of the 1960s did
manage to achieve it – albeit in a contrary fashion. By considering art
primarily as a medium for the transfer of information, they dismantled the
hard contrast between image and text, between visual and linguistic
registers. Artists such as Mel Bochner, John Baldessari and Art & Language
turned the decorative against itself by, for example, combining samples of
modernist or quasi-modernist painting, or their photographic
reproductions, with redundant captions or legends and, in so doing,
explicitly turning the transfer of meaning between artist and audience into
the crux of the work. All things being equal, this did not mean that
progressive practices had now been released from the “spectre” of
decoration, even if that may have seemed to be the case at the time. On the
contrary, from the 1960s onwards it came to be understood that even a
painting composed entirely of text could very well serve as a decorative
object above the sofa in a bourgeois interior. After all, if decorative elements
can be used in a non-decorative manner, the opposite must also be possible.
¶
When trying to get a clear picture of what it means “to live with art”, we
might stumble upon a conservative aspect that, in contrast to the
emancipating and enlightened background of the modern notion of art,
should be categorised as purely regressive. Works of art not only appeal to
the human capacity for empathy, introspection and responsiveness to the
“other”, but, potentially, to less lofty psychological traits as well; they can
provoke avarice and envy. Confronted for the first time with a particular
work of art, one sometimes has the sensation of all of the information
supplied with regard to the artist’s intention, the underlying ideas and the
cultural or historical context suddenly evaporating to leave only one
message behind, which lodges in the brain either briefly or more lastingly,
but always profoundly and unequivocally: “I WANT TO HAVE THIS”.
Without wishing to shed doubt on the claim made by sociologists that an
interest in art is an instrument allowing certain strata of the population to
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distinguish themselves from others, it should be noted that, within the
subjective framework of the aesthetic experience, both this desire to possess
and the moment and frequency of its occurrence are completely unreasoned
and irrational.
It is obvious that a connection exists between the conservative
aspect of “living with art” and one’s own home. After all, “I WANT TO
HAVE THIS” means “I want to take this home”. Moreover, a home is the
foremost symbol of private wealth and ownership. The desire to possess
causes a whole series of boundaries to become blurred – not just the
primary distinction between what is mine and what is yours, but also the
distinctions between art and furniture, between decorative effect and
artistic content, and between old and modern art. These boundaries only
regain their significance for those who translate the desire to possess into an
actual decision to begin collecting art, and who then need to determine, if
only intuitively, a particular set of collecting criteria.
The art discourse of the 1990s was coloured in part by the political
commitment of certain curators and theoreticians, who, in a sweeping
rhetorical operation, attempted to re-establish faith in the social skills of
artists. This entailed a return to the modernist view of art as a constituent
project of the Enlightenment, a project aimed at the advancement of
civilisation and man’s transformation into a better and more rational being.
It goes without saying that this view leaves little or no room for the more
conservative or even regressive aspects of the art experience. It is directed –
somewhat paradoxically – at an intelligent, well-educated public that is
sufficiently enlightened to understand that artists are more enlightened
than themselves and therefore worth paying attention to.
The fact that even the most progressive, conceptual, theory-based
art practices are not immune to issues of bourgeois representation and
decorum is demonstrated by the undiminished status and popularity of sitespecificity. This idea, which in certain situations has even evolved into a
prescription, means that the artist creates a specific work for a specific
location, using thematic or physical material that presents itself on site or
that, used there, discloses a special meaning that would not become
apparent elsewhere. Originally developed in alternative circles during the
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1960s and 1970s, site-specificity grew out of a resistance to the relentless
flow of artworks channelled to the public through galleries, museum and art
institutions. Artists created one-off – and often temporary – works that
could not be relocated or removed without being destroyed; works in which
the local context permeated and determined the artistic process. In so
doing, they intended to oppose certain social conventions and routines and
throw them off balance, if only for a limited time. As gradually and
paradoxically became clear in the 1990s, however, this notion of sitespecific art touches upon the essence of bourgeois decorum: after all, at its
heart is the idea that artists must do nothing “inappropriate”. They must
respect and uphold the spatial or social order that applies at the given
location. The respect shown to the genius loci is comparable to bourgeois
etiquette and conformism. Even in the most paternalistic and
condescending examples of site-specificity, where an international group of
artists comes to confront a local community with its suppressed anxieties,
obsessions and blind spots, artists are keen to do “the right thing”. After all,
it is considered inappropriate to do or make something that might also have
been appropriate elsewhere. “The work must create meaning from and for
the place in which it exists”, noted Valerie Smith, artistic director of
Sonsbeek 93 in Arnhem.
Artists working within urban or rural situations must consider the
history of the place, the people who frequent [it] or circulate there,
and the dominant activities of that particular locality.368
Whether intentionally or not, it was partly due to the efforts of curators
such as Smith that site-specificity degenerated into an affirmative and often
complacent ritual.
Not all artists participated in this ritual, of course, however talkedabout it was at one time. Neither have the artists that did participate always
subscribed to the same schematic principles. Artists from the generation of
Jan Vercruysse, Niek Kemps, Jean-Marc Bustamante, Reinhardt Mucha
and Harald Klingelhöller emphatically rejected all attempts to link art to
Valerie Smith, “Proposal Sonsbeek 93”, in: cat. Sonsbeek 93, ed. Jan Brand
et al. (Ghent: Snoeck Ducaju, 1993), 8-9.
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sociological objectives of well-being and community-building. Instead of
stressing the unique nature of a particular location, and implying that it can
be known, they committed themselves to defining the placeless, unplaceable
and “inappropriate” character of contemporary art – even with projects in
situ. Moreover, the work of these artists is distinguished by a systematic use
of irony. As shown by the countless pieces of “furniture” and cabinet-shaped
objects, it involves a fascination with domestic space – a fascination which,
in a certain sense, constitutes the ironic reversal of site-specificity. This
quasi-domesticity fitted in neatly with the functional neutrality of the
contemporary exhibition space – the “white cube”. Although the mentality
of these artists is miles away from the slightly hysterical discourse of
curators like Valerie Smith, who are always calling for “local significance”,
both positions are based on a trauma of uprooting and loss, and both
problematise the place of the artwork in late-capitalist society. The two
sides only disagree about the necessity (or possibility) of reconstructing the
social and cultural setting of the work as an organic entity.
¶
Since then, the stage has been taken by a younger generation of artists for
whom the issue of appropriateness has lost all significance. To create
pseudo-domestic objects or take on a role of designer or architect is no
longer the tough ideological decision it used to be. The bourgeois need for
decorum is now met without the artists in question feeling the need for
detachment and irony. The work of Joep van Lieshout, Jorge Pardo,
Richard Venlet, Tobias Rehberger, Ceal Floyer or Heimo Zobernig, to name
but a few, lacks the revolutionary background of the historical avant-garde,
and also the edifying, democratising ambition of certain tendencies in the
1950s. These artists do not feel the need to demonstrate the sociotherapeutic value of their artistic practice, in the spirit of Sonsbeek 93, nor
do they allow their work to be dictated by the conceptual nostalgia and
ironical artificiality of artists like Vercruysse and Kemps in the 1980s and
1990s. In looking for ways to bring their work into the social domain,
today’s artists are sober and pragmatic compared to the majority of their
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twentieth-century predecessors, although it is this very pragmatism that
sometimes leads to absurd and grotesque results. In many cases, the
ideology of the work is that it appears not to aspire to any ideology at all.
These artists do not want to be pinned down to a fixed position. Critics
variously see the elusive character of their work either as its strength or as
its weakness. The work bears an ambiguous relation to the idea, developed
in the 1990s, that the distinctions between art and design have disappeared
or become blurred. Indeed, one might say that it bears no explicit relation to
this idea – even when it clearly seems to have this blurring as its subject.
In an essay on Jorge Pardo and Tobias Rehberger, Sven Lütticken
wrote:
The romantic hope that a socially integrated art form would replace
“abstract”, autonomous modern art has reached a sort of parodic
fulfilment in the omnipresent web of signs, comprised of former
high art as much as by former kitsch. Homes and interiors are
subjected to fashion as much as paintings are. The oppositional
logic that formed the basis for Art Nouveau and Bauhaus has
become prehistoric ... Both (autonomous) art and (heteronomous)
design are mere shadows of what they were in the past. Greenberg
devalued the spectre of heteronomy in the most autonomous of art,
the abstract; now, art and design are like zombies, specimens of
“the living dead” who have long forgotten their identity and who
imitate each other’s behaviour. Today the former combatants are
partners in the trading of images. And why should we bemoan this?
Some art is slick, while some designers, such as the Dutch collective
DEPT, refuse to accept a servile role. Artists like Pardo and
Rehberger, too, generate strange obstructions and stumbling blocks
in the globalised flow of signs. Those who see them as compromised
artists, running with the hare and hunting with the hounds, should
ask first whether the hare and the hounds still exist.369
Lütticken’s approach does not answer the question of whether the work of
these artists is a mere symptom of the blurred distinction between art and
design, or rather a factor contributing to it. In all probability, such
indeterminacy is illustrative of the present state of criticism. Critics lack a
consistent theoretical framework within which to draw a sharp distinction
between passive reflection and active intervention. The critical perspective
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is almost always too narrow, if it is not so wide that all the issues and
opportunities specific to art disappear from view.
Artists are the puppets of general cultural and social conditions but,
in our admiration, we attribute the richness of the puppet show to them
alone. Perhaps this is not entirely unjustified. All positions adopted by
artists in the entire course of the twentieth century reappear simultaneously
in the work of the present generation, in a shape both grotesque and
detached: the functionality of Bauhaus, the anti-metaphysical agenda of
minimalism, the artificiality of the Vercruysse generation, the engagement
of the Russian constructivists, the capitalist affluence of pop art... Artists
today play with positions that have become untenable in isolation but that,
when combined, at least produce an interesting position. On top of this,
they casually accept the fact that, for artists, the most important way to
access the social domain is a wholly passive way: through a private collector
who sees a work of art and feels the irresistible urge to become its owner.
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Part III: Conceptual Art and Photography
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6. After the Dilettantes: Photography as Conceptual
Art Form

Contemporary art is a generic art: it is neither determined nor defined by
the use of a specific medium or technique. Since the 1960s an artist is no
longer essentially a painter or a sculptor but simply a visual artist.370 This
so-called “post-medium condition” is the root of the visual indeterminacy of
art and the source of the fundamental freedom of its practitioners.371 Any
new work of art determines for itself, as a one-off hypothesis or proposition,
what its “material” is, what conditions it wants to meet, and how its
intended audience should relate to it.
The post-medium condition does not imply that the choice of a
medium is entirely arbitrary or without meaning. Media come and go: there
are old media and new media, strong ones and weak ones, dominant and
marginal ones, each with their own ideological or “political” complexion.
The choice of a medium thus affects the artist’s relationship to art as a
whole.
Photography occupies a special place within this diffuse spectrum
of media and disciplines. Today, photography has the status of the most
general, most neutral medium available to visual artists; a medium that has
none of the slightly archaic connotations of disciplines such as painting.
Paradoxically, the generic character of contemporary art appears to be
embodied in this one specific medium. For the generic artist, photography
is, aesthetically, like a neutral zone: under all circumstances it is a correct
and legitimate option to make a photographic work.
Photography is therefore a medium to which special characteristics
are attributed, albeit implicitly. Within the autonomous domain of art it acts
like a medium without history – being always of the “here and now” – and
Thierry De Duve, Kant after Duchamp (Cambridge, Mass./London: MIT
Press, 1996).
371
Rosalind Krauss, “A Voyage on the North Sea”. Art in the Age of the PostMedium Condition (London/New York: Thames & Hudson, 1999).
370

190

without limitations. In contrast to painting and sculpture which, unless
accompanied by an explicit critical claim, tend to be eyed suspiciously in
progressive art circles, it seems that artists need not justify their choice for
photography. Photography is deployed as an entirely transparent medium,
offering no resistance to the realisation or communication of an idea. Its
products are in a sense faceless and anonymous, unburdened by a personal
signature or obtrusive artistic temperament. In contemporary art,
photography has become the ultimate formule de politesse.
In 1960 photography did not yet possess this privileged position within
visual art. Its current status derives in part from the central role it played in
the practice of conceptual artists.
In retrospect, several works by John Baldessari, Jan Dibbets and
Gilbert & George may be interpreted as concise allegories of the process of
making art. In each case the camera has taken over part of the artist’s job.
Baldessari’s Throwing Three Balls in the Air to Get a Straight Line (1975),
Dibbets’ 12 Photographs with Different Shutter Speeds (1971) and Gilbert &
George’s 16-part Photo-Piece (1971) could be said to deal with three “classic”
aesthetic problems – respectively: line, contrast, and the figure-ground
relationship. Baldessari threw three orange balls in the air and
photographed them at the moment when they approximately formed a
straight line; he printed the most successful of his thirty-six attempts.
Dibbets focussed his camera on a houseplant in front of a window and took
twelve identical photographs with an increasingly short exposure time. The
photographic prints, in three rows of four, display a gradual progression
from overexposed (white) through contrasty to underexposed (black).
Gilbert & George took sixteen photographs of themselves as “living
sculptures”, partly hidden by bushes; they arranged them in individual
frames, forming a mosaic-like pattern on the wall.
These three works from the heyday of conceptual art show how artists
used photography to demystify artisthood. The medium was an instrument
for eliminating the artistic will – the ambition to make an “interesting”
image. The process of drawing a line, combining light and dark
components, and integrating the visual motif with the background is
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mechanised by contracting it out to an unthinking and, in a sense, “blind”
machine that is able to produce some kind of picture under any
circumstances. The visionary powers and particular skills attributed to the
artist are made to disappear behind a veil of detachment and irony.
Furthermore, conceptual artists made no attempt to exploit the full
technical potential of the photographic medium. On the contrary: these
works represent not only a deconstruction of the expressive artistic gesture
– a form of deskilling – but also a denial of the classical values of the
photographer’s craft. The artists opted for an arbitrary effect rather than
making the careful choices – optimal exposure time, optimal framing, the
“decisive moment” – that distinguish a successful photograph from a failed
one, and the work of a professional from an amateur snapshot.372
Conceptual art was concerned with the decisions that are taken in
the artistic process and the authority on which these decisions are
supposedly based. The camera figured as a device to which specific
decisions could be delegated, either entirely or in part, apparently or in
reality. For this reason it was important to admit no trace of photographic
craftsmanship: a technically perfect photograph would suggest, after all,
that the maker had mastered his tools and could achieve whatever effect he
wanted. The interest of conceptual artists in the photographic medium was
thus related to the fact that the competence of the visual artist had not yet
colonised the domain of photography. They saw the medium as a nonmedium, a tool that was neutral and not ideologically overdetermined in the
way that painting and sculpture were. Photography offered artists a
discursive space, a way to import ideas, phenomena and cognitive models
into the realm of art without automatically sublimating or aestheticising
them. According to some commentators photography could even be seen as
a “paradigm” for the critical, self-reflective art practice of the 1960s and
1970s.373 Drawing an analogy with Marcel Duchamp’s objet trouvé, one
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might speak of a “found medium”, a medium that artists chose precisely
because they felt no particular bond with it. Baldessari said in 1976: “I have
no particular allegiance to photography, other than that it’s quick.”374
For conceptual artists, the dilettante use of photography was a
means of sidestepping professional criteria of artistic quality. “It became a
subversive creative act for a talented and skilled artist to imitate a person of
limited abilities”, wrote Jeff Wall in 1995.
The act of renunciation required for a skilled artist to enact this
mimesis, and construct works as models of its consequences, is a
scandal typical of avant-garde desire, the desire to occupy the
threshold of the aesthetic, its vanishing-point.375
Artists wished to reduce artisthood to its intellectual kernel and so could no
longer call upon any sort of craftsmanship.
The technical deficiencies of conceptual photographic work are very
real. Referring to Ed Ruscha’s artist’s book Some Los Angeles Apartments,
Wall wrote:
the majority [of the pictures] seem to take pleasure in a rigorous
display of generic lapses: improper relation of lenses to subject
distances, insensitivity to time of day and quality of light,
excessively functional cropping, with abrupt excisions of peripheral
objects, lack of attention to the specific character of the moment
being depicted – all in all a hilarious performance, an almost
sinister mimicry of the way “people” make images of the dwellings
with which they are involved.376
Some Los Angeles Apartments is one of a series of small printed books that
Ruscha began making in the early 1960s. It was produced according to a
simple pattern. Each page features a single photograph of a building
accompanied by a caption giving the address (618 N. LOS ROBLOS; 6051
ROMAINE). The buildings appear to have been selected randomly: apart
from their location in Los Angeles it is not clear what they have in common.
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The pictures are devoid of photographic interest. Ruscha is not concerned
with the kind of intensification of the image that has made Walker Evans
and Lee Friedlander famous. Man’s alienation from his domestic
environment is not allayed, but rather embodied in or extended to the
relationship between the artist and his medium.377
The unprofessional quality of these photographs was intended.
According to Jeff Wall, Ruscha’s “amateurism” is grounded in an adopted
persona: the artist has assumed the guise of an imaginary person who,
without plan or artistic intention, takes pictures of his home but in so doing
is unable to transcend the socio-economic conditions of the urban
landscape. Ruscha’s photographic books, the first of which appeared in 1963
under the title Twentysix Gasoline Stations, have been made, as it were, by
a “phantom producer”.
Only an idiot would take pictures of nothing but the filling stations,
and the existence of a book of just those pictures is a kind of proof
of the existence of such a person. But the person, the asocial cipher
who cannot connect with the others around him, is an abstraction, a
phantom conjured up by the construction, the structure of the
product said to be by his hand.378
It should come as no surprise that by the mid-1970s the subversive
strategies of conceptual art had lost much of their power. Imitating amateur
photography was no longer a credible option, perhaps because so many
artists had already pursued this strategy. A comparison between the
agendas of Documenta 5 (1972) and Documenta 6 (1977) gives some
indication of the speed with which this devaluation occurred. Documenta 5
introduced the medium of photography in the context of visual art, showing
works by conceptual artists including John Baldessari, Hamish Fulton,
Douglas Huebler and Ed Ruscha. Photography was presented as a means to
casually record a process, proposition or idea. The amateur aesthetic
prevailed. Five years later, at the time of Documenta 6, the institutional and
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commercial emancipation of photography in Europe had advanced so far
that the conceptual approach could no longer be supported.379 The
dilettantism of conceptual artists hindered the further acceptance of the
photographic métier. On this point the curators of Documenta 6 distanced
themselves explicitly from their predecessors. They felt that the intellectual
framework of conceptual art had been exhausted.380 In their opinion
photography had moved beyond the limitations of conceptual art.
Documenta 6 presented the cutting edge photographic art of the day
explicitly as an inquiry into the codes of the photographic image and the
photographic process. And so the conceptual indifference to the technical
and aesthetic qualities of the medium gave way to an analytical approach.
Conceptual photographic works by Ger van Elk, Joseph Kosuth, Gilbert &
George and Les Levine were presented side by side with the work of other
artists and photographers in a section of the exhibition entitled Reflexion
und Ausweiting des Mediums: Vorgang – Prozeß – Zeit – Raum
(Reflection on and Expansion of the Medium: Procedure – Process – Time
– Space). In their introduction, the curators wrote of a “new relationship
between visual art and photography”; the photographic process would
result in a work that contained a “statement” about photography as
medium.381
The work of Bernd and Hilla Becher, exhibited at Documenta 5 and
again at Documenta 6, played an important role in this shift in the theory
and practice of art photography. From 1969 onward, the art world had quite
naturally adopted the work of the Bechers as a form of conceptual art.
Konrad Fischer, the Düsseldorf-based gallerist, included the Bechers in the
exhibition Konzeption / Conception (Leverkusen 1969) and facilitated their
participation in Documenta 5 (1972), which he co-organised.382 Shortly
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thereafter, however, their work was seen as exemplifying the serious and
professional approach that was to oust the dilettantism and irony of
conceptual photography. Thanks to Bernd and Hilla Becher, photography
seemed able to transcend the technical limitations of early conceptual art.
At the same time, they also helped to create a framework within which the
medium could be recognised and appreciated as a serious “conceptual art
form”. The work of the Bechers functioned in its own terms on both sides of
the watershed and thus made the necessary transition conceivable and
acceptable.
In their photographic documentation of factories and industrial
sites, there was never any trace of an amateurish approach to the medium.
Indeed, Hilla Becher had been trained as a professional photographer. Their
carefully considered use of the technical potential of photography served to
document both the structural characteristics and the details of large
industrial objects in a manner that enabled them to create an inventory and
to draw typological comparisons.
It is partly due to the recognition of Bernd and Hilla Becher as
visual artists that the photographic métier acquired the conceptual aura that
it has retained to this day. Initially it was not their intention to produce art,
but exactly that made their work interesting in the context of art with a
“non-art look”. In the mid-1970s the work of the Bechers formed an ideal
lever to break the impasse around conceptual photography that resulted
from the obsolescence of the amateur aesthetic.
A comparison of their series of Coal Bunkers with Ed Ruscha’s
Twentysix Gasoline Stations makes clear how the Bechers were able to
function credibly within the field of conceptual art and simultaneously work
outside it. What these works have in common is a deadpan restriction to a
single (architectural) motif, a lack of commentary and a serial presentation
method. For the rest, the differences could not be more overwhelming.
Ruscha was clearly not interested in constructing a typology of North
American petrol stations. He simply recorded what he saw on the road, with
the predetermined number twenty-six in mind; his photographic method

Photographic Document) the Van Abbemuseum in Eindhoven exhibited the Bechers’
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was indifferent and casual.383 By contrast the Bechers opted for a
disciplined and labour-intensive approach. Through their technical
consistency – choice of lens, camera position and angle of view – they
managed to represent the coal bunkers in an identical fashion: frontally,
with the horizon at the same height and against an even grey sky. The
Bechers amply demonstrated precisely those technical skills that Ruscha,
according to Jeff Wall, was lacking. But in their strict methodology and their
emphasis on objectivity and standard procedures, they also distanced
themselves from Henri Cartier-Bresson’s creed of the “decisive moment”,
which had long been the norm in professional photography.384 It is this
aspect that shows their evident affinity with forms of conceptual art.
There is little point in determining a set of objective criteria in order to
define “conceptual art” and to decide which artists and photographers
belong to the movement and which do not. “Conceptual” is not a label that
functions outside history; its meaning and application have been subject to
changes that parallel the changes in art production itself. The oeuvre of
Bernd and Hilla Becher marks an important turning point in this discursive
history. In the contemporary context it is common for Bernd Becher to be
referred to as “a conceptual artist who works exclusively with
photography”,385 even if the Bechers themselves did not view their work as
art until the late 1970s – several years after the decline of conceptual art.386
The success of some of Bernd Becher’s photography students at the
Kunstakademie in Düsseldorf can be seen as the next step in the art world’s
appropriation of professional, technically perfect photography. Whereas the
Bechers started to make large prints relatively late in their career – a
“The first book came out of a play with words. The title came before I even
thought about the pictures. I like the word ‘gasoline’ and I like the specific quality of
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necessity brought about by exhibitions of their work in art museums387 –
Thomas Ruff, Thomas Struth and Andreas Gursky have opted for the
production of large, colourful “museum pieces” right from the outset. This
decision does not seem to have affected the conceptual prestige of their
work.
The photographic portraits and landscapes with which Struth, Ruff
and their colleagues from the Düsseldorf School have achieved recognition
since the 1980s are generally interpreted as examples of a critical and
detached approach to the photographic medium. “What we have before us
in a Ruff exhibition”, a critic wrote in 1991, “is a collection of individually
distinct but essentially interchangeable objects, which aim to simulate and
critique the traditional functions of photography.”388 This interpretation of
Ruff’s work is supported by an often-quoted interview from 1988 in which
the artist presented himself as a sceptical photographer. He says about his
portrait series :
I consciously imitate conventional photography. … It is an imitation
of conventional photography and looks conventional.389
In the interview Ruff states that he does not believe in photography and that
his photographs are meant to document this lack of faith. In his opinion
“photography can only reproduce the surface of things.”390 His portraits are
supposed to demonstrate the impossibility of representing someone’s
personality through photographs. In this respect, the large format is more
than simply an opportunistic choice: it introduces a critical distance to the
imagery being imitated; according to some observers it effectively
“problematises” the conventional character of Ruff’s photographs.391

According to Hilla Becher in an interview on the DVD Contacts: The
Greatest Photographers Reveal the Secrets Behind Their Pictures, vol. 3:
Conceptual Photography (Arte Video, 2005).
388
Marc Freidus, “Lack of Faith. On Thomas Ruff”, Parkett 28 (1991), 68.
389
Cat. Binationale. German Art of the Late 80s (Düsseldorf/Boston:
Städtische Kunsthalle and Museum of Fine Arts: 1988), 260.
390
Ibid.
391
Norman Bryson and Trevor Fairbrother, “Thomas Ruff: Spectacle and
Surveillance”, Parkett 28 (1991), 93.
387

198

If his series Häuser (1987-1991) also contains a statement about
photography, it is because the banality of the buildings represented –
apartment blocks, offices and factories – infects the photographic medium.
Unlike Ed Ruscha in his photographic books of the 1960s, Ruff imitates not
the amateur but the professional photographer. The artist has said of this
series that he intended to “remake” the architectural photography of the
Bauhaus period and the decades immediately following the Second World
War. Reproducing this historical mode of representation was more
important for him than accurately rendering specific buildings. For this
reason, in Haus nr 1 I certain elements such as a tree and a traffic sign have
been erased.392
Thomas Struth does not share Ruff’s scepticism towards
photography. In an interview in 1990 he referred to photography as a
communicative and analytical medium, which he apparently uses with
confidence. Nonetheless, his relation to the medium is detached. In the
same interview he did his best to trivialise or even deny the technical
aspects of the photographic métier:
For me, making a photograph is mostly an intellectual process of
understanding people or cities and their historical and
phenomenological connections. At that point the photo is almost
made, and all that remains is the mechanical process. I could also
write a text, but as I don’t write, I use the language of photographs.
Struth explicitly says that the history and conventions of photography are
too limiting as a context for his work:
I don’t just work with the history of photography, my work refers to
the phenomena of the world in which I live now.
Neither is he interested in the differences between particular media:

Cat. Thomas Ruff: 1979 to the Present, ed. M. Winzen (Essen: Museum
Folkwang, 2002), 191.
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I am uninterested in whether it’s painting, literature, photography,
film or some other medium.393
By not attaching himself to a single medium, Struth consciously sides with
the position of visual artists. In effect, as “an artist who uses photography”,
he claims that the post-medium condition is applicable to his own work.
This said, his mastery of the photographic medium and thus the technical
quality of his work are without question. The fact that his public does not
generally experience this as a contradiction demonstrates once again the
extent to which photography has been integrated into the domain of visual
art.
Thomas Ruff and Thomas Struth adopt opposite positions in
relation to the photographic medium. As an artist, Ruff is preoccupied with
a critical exploration of the conventions of photography. This meta-analysis
is the true subject of his practice; what he photographs is in a certain sense
incidental and exchangeable. Struth, by contrast, is not interested in the
medium itself. He employs photography as a useful instrument in an
intellectual engagement with “the world in which we live”. While completely
contrary, these approaches have a common element: they distance
themselves from the attitude of the professional photographer, the narrowminded specialist who is married to his medium. It is this latter point that
gives each of their oeuvres a place in the world of visual art and explains
why, despite their fundamentally different perspectives, they can both be
experienced as conceptual.
Whereas conceptual photographic work of the 1960s and early 1970s
promoted notions of deskilling and dilettantism, today a professional
embrace of the photographic métier is no longer at odds with the priorities
of a critical and conceptual artistic practice.
As stated above, deskilling and dilettantism were not goals in and of
themselves, but a means to demystify artistic practice. It seems clear by now
that this operation failed: since the mid-70s the art world has successfully
neutralised the eroding of its qualitative criteria by conceptual art. Exactly
“Interview between Benjamin H.D. Buchloh and Thomas Struth”, in: cat.
Portraits – Thomas Struth (Paris: Marian Goodman Gallery, 1990), 32-33.
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the opposite has occurred: the instrument of the dilettantes – photography
– has been incorporated within visual art. The paradox is that the potential
demystification of artisthood through the conceptual use of photography
has made the medium acceptable within the domain of visual art. The
suggestion that photography could undermine the bourgeois concept of art
was sufficient to give the medium a definitive place in art. But the promised
revolt has never materialised.
Photoconceptualism led the way toward the complete acceptance of
photography as art – autonomous, bourgeois, collectable art – by
virtue of insisting that this medium might be privileged to be the
negation of that whole idea. In being that negation, the last barriers
were broken.394
Photography has become an institution within contemporary art, but an
institution with a friendly face: it is nondogmatic and accessible, lightfooted and moderate, secular and engaged. It presents itself as the medium
of the mind – a medium pre-eminently suitable for the discreet and
effective recording of an idea. In a photographic work, the concept, the
process and the end product all have an equal artistic weight. Photography
has acquired the aura of an enlightened medium, and it is for this reason
that artists with a “conceptual way of thinking and working” readily opt for
it.395 A work such as Blue Ridge by Elspeth Diederix (2000) exemplifies this
tendency. It presents itself as subtle and tasteful, intelligently designed and
carefully executed. It is the artist observing the world and allowing us to see
the world through her eyes. Blue Ridge wants to be called imaginative,
honest and sensual – a demonstration of artistic clarity and
professionalism. Its only remaining problem is that there are no grounds for
objecting to it.
The fact that the genealogy of art photography is marked by several
noteworthy breaches cannot be read from a work such as this. That is at
most fodder for historians.

394
395

Wall, ““Marks of Indifference””, 252.
Visser, “Fotografie/Photography”, 87.

201

202

203

7. Jeff Wall: Photography as Proof of Photography

One can feel that there is always a camera left out of the picture: the
one working now ... If the presence of the camera is to be made
known, it has to be acknowledged in the work it does.396
In Jeff Wall’s photographs, the camera’s job is to register the effect that the
invisible presence of the camera has on the world it inhabits. Without the
camera, the effect wouldn’t exist; without the photograph, it wouldn’t be
visible. The suggestion made by the American philosopher Stanley Cavell,
that in movies the camera cannot “state” its own presence without making a
statement about the world,397 would seem to apply equally to the work of
Jeff Wall. The camera does not merely register the world but invariably does
so in conjunction with registering its own impact on the world.
The nature of that impact and the tone of its photographic
registration have not always been the same throughout Jeff Wall’s oeuvre.
In 1978 he made The Destroyed Room, his first transparency mounted in an
aluminium lightbox. With hindsight, this work can be regarded as a
meditation on the violence exerted by the camera’s invisible presence. The
overt studio setting makes it clear that the whole thing is a set-up, built and
destroyed for the sole purpose of a visual record. However, this information
does nothing to reduce the sense of aggression; instead, it causes all
indications of violence – the ripped mattress, the torn clothes, the shredded
furniture – to be related back to the probing eye of the camera.
Although in later works the eruption of violence has always
remained a latent possibility, other dimensions and effects of the camera
are also explored. In several cases, the picture is organised around a central
void. This void or empty space can be read not only as a socially and
economically induced phenomenon, but also as a direct product of the
camera. In Bad Goods (1984) the work that the camera does is to “mark” a
Stanley Cavell, The World Viewed: Reflections on the Ontology of Film.
Enlarged Edition (Cambridge, Mass./London: Harvard University Press, 1979), 126128.
397
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heap of discarded vegetables as untouchable and to keep at bay the man in
the middle ground who seems to have spotted the goods shortly before the
picture was taken. This push-back-effect is further enhanced by the debris
and junk piled up behind him, contrasting strongly with the empty stretch
of land that separates him from the vegetables in the foreground and from
the camera.
One could infer from this example that the social depth in many of
Jeff Wall’s photographs is structured as a triangular relationship between –
ideally – a material object (a sample of “goods”), the camera and a more or
less active individual or “performer”.398 In Bad Goods this triangulation is
relatively stable and complete – more so than in some other works. In
Passerby, part of the black-and-white series of 1996-1997, the dramatic
triangle is stretched to its limits as one of the three elements – but which
one? – is about to disappear into the spatial abyss that the very
triangulation has created.
This instability can be traced back to, among other things, Jeff
Wall’s interest in manifestations of an informal or street economy, which
involve the swift, impulsive and improvised exchange not only of goods, but
also of gestures and looks (cf. Mimic, 1982). More recent works like Man
with a Rifle (2000) suggest that, even if the artist chooses to imitate the
“look” of street photography,399 the end result tends to be something beyond
that. The individual identified in the title of that work acts as if he is aiming
and possibly firing a rifle. However, contrary to what the title suggests,
there is no actual rifle; he is merely pretending; his hands are empty. Or, to
put it another way, he is holding a rifle but it is an invisible one. What else is
invisible in this picture? The empty space in the middle ground, framed by a
line-up of parked cars, offers no clue as to what “the man with a rifle” may
be pointing his weapon at. The picture shows an everyday urban street
scene, lit by harsh mid-afternoon sunlight, with a few people passing by
who do not seem to notice what is going on. The man’s aberrant behaviour
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appears to lack any external motivation. The camera is aimed in almost the
same direction as the rifle, from a position somewhat to the side so that
both the gunman and his invisible or imaginary target are in view. The point
of convergence of these two “lines of fire” is at some point in the empty
middle ground. In fact, Man with a Rifle could be read as suggesting that
the invisible rifle in the picture is acting as some kind of stand-in for the
invisible camera – the camera that has been “left out of the picture.” (The
title of the work seems to contain an echo of Dziga Vertov’s 1929 film Man
with a Movie Camera.)
¶
Critics and commentators tend to have difficulty with the indeterminate
elements around which Jeff Wall sets up works like Man with a Rifle. In
writing about specific works they often ignore ruptures in the organisation
of the pictorial field and pretend that all the knowledge they have about the
work was obtained directly from looking at it. Anything “invisible” is
immediately filled in. A concept such as “staged” (as against
“documentary”) photography is applied very hastily; the narrative content
of the work is identified and labelled without restraint, even if the work
itself comments sceptically on such schematisations and generalised
readings.
Most of the critical writing, both favourable and unfavourable,
stresses the “total control” that Jeff Wall is supposed to exert over his
production. The underlying assumption seems to be that in every one of his
works every single detail has been put there by him, manually, one after the
other. Elements that escape or defy control, or that point to a lack of will or
intent, are often ignored. Readers could easily get the impression that
digital technologies for the manipulation of photographic images have given
rise to a new kind of hyper-figurative, magic realist type of painting, a genre
of which Wall would be the major representative. The reportage on the
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making of The Flooded Grave (1998-2000) as published in Artforum is
probably the epitome of this kind of interest.400
If some critics admire Jeff Wall for what they see as his total
control, others criticise him for exactly the same reason. In 1997 Norman
Bryson raised serious objections against what he saw as Wall’s dictation or
predetermination of meaning, which in his view leaves the viewer
completely passive and submissive vis-à-vis the works. Bryson identifies
this as
... the tableau’s authoritarianism: its will-to-clarity is intolerant of
whatever deviates from its gaze or fails to fit the panoptical account
that the image seeks to make. One crucial political consequence is
that the viewer is given nothing to do. Since the social reality now
comes together with its own explanation, you either accept the
whole package, or nothing at all. There is not much room for
anything like negotiation. The perspective of the transparency is
both godlike and paranoid in its control of every detail.401
Behind the authoritarianism of the illuminated transparency lurks the
authority of its maker:
The difficulty is that by staging everything, the world that is shown
banishes all contingency: nothing can be other than it is. The scene
is totally determined by its director. What began as a strategy of
resistance to mystification passes into a strategy of control in which
nothing in the scene can depart by so much as a hairsbreadth from
its script.402
Bryson ignores the fact that any “script”, once executed, disappears without
a trace in the full visual density of the resulting image; and that from then
on the responsibility for any “panoptical account” of that image resides fully
with the viewer or critic. Also, when Bryson notes the absence of “wayward
details, traces of processes other than those being illuminated”,403 he may
just be searching in the wrong place. He overlooks signs that Wall’s
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“staging” is part of a strategy to play with and subvert accepted ideas about
the production of meaning in photography. A work such as Milk (1984),
although completely staged according to current criteria, at the same time
satirises the very motivation behind “staging”. The elements in this
somewhat scruffy street ballet have only been mobilised and put together to
create the conditions for the most conspicuous among them – a quantity of
milk – to make its appearance as a blatant case of “contingency,” an idiotic
eruption of nothingness, whose exact shape is as unpredictable as that of a
cloud or a turd.
The work of Jeff Wall can be seen as proving that the dual concepts
of predetermined and undetermined forms, controlled and uncontrolled
structures, are in fact dialectically interwoven. Many of his photographs
demonstrate that it is not the one or the other but the one through the
other. His 1993 A Sudden Gust of Wind (after Hokusai), to name one of his
most openly staged and artificial-looking works, simultaneously shows all
the symptoms of “total loss” – a loss of control, a loss of shape and outline, a
loss of order and organisation. It is worth stressing that these two opposed
events – careful staging and catastrophic collapse – are not separate and
sequential operations on a single “object.” Rather, they must be regarded as
different modalities of one and the same operation, the object of which
remains undetermined until, in the final stage, the incompatibility of the
two modalities emerges in a mutual commentary.
In this respect A Sudden Gust of Wind is hardly an exceptional
work. More examples can be found, such as The Vampires’ Picnic (1991)
and Dead Troops Talk (1992) – works that, in all their grotesqueness, are
completely staged and controlled tableaux, yet also amount to ruins of
pictorial genres and conventions, sharing all the symptoms of structural
disintegration and physical decay.
¶
All this leaves unchallenged the amazing fact that an artist responsible for
such works as The Bridge (1980) and The Pine on the Corner (1990) stands
accused of banishing the contingency of the world. Is it not a fact, however,
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that, in the full splendour of their everydayness and unremarkability, these
suburban landscapes exemplify nothing but the contingency of the world?
Is it not a fact that in these cases the artist pretends to do nothing but “allow
the world to exhibit itself”?404
On the other hand, it cannot be that simple. Just as the excess of
control and determination in Milk flips over into its opposite, so the inverse
process can be observed in these landscapes. In working to let the world
exhibit itself, the artist unavoidably provokes the appearance of emblems of
“the world” and emblems of “self-exhibiting” that materialise and insert
themselves between the viewing apparatus and its object – another instance
of the camera’s effect. Hybridising the modernist dogma of “pure
presentness” as well as the post-modernist fetish of surface and spectacle,
Wall brings the two kinds of emblems together and makes them overlap.
The Pine on the Corner is a clear and lucid example. The tall tree at the
street corner stands out and asserts itself as an emblematic case of
individuation and poise, just as its setting in the middle of a patchwork of
roads and houses exemplifies the casual integration of disproportionate
objects and events into overall patterns of everyday life.
Sunken Area (1996) achieves a similar result through diametrically
opposed means. Here, the strong gestalt of the pine tree is replaced with a
number of formless shrubs and weeds, while the “overall pattern” that
forms the background acquires a dominant position from which it almost
completely blocks the view. Still, just as in The Pine on the Corner, the
whole thing comes together in an emblematic way, demonstrating how even
the blandest and densest accumulations of concrete, plastic and other dead
matter attract and accommodate their organic counterparts and even
volunteer to act as mere backdrop for them.
In Swept (1995), finally, all these emblematic dimensions merge
into a single unit, which appears to be a materialisation of the shallow space
of the lightbox itself. The closed, crate-like interior space in the picture –
perhaps a cellar or basement – has been emptied out (“swept”), yet its
emptiness is complicated by a strange sense of cramped materiality which
gives a double meaning to every imaginable relation to the outside world.
404
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Paradoxically, human presence is implied here by the absence of dirt and
dust, as the title confirms. The room, with its low ceiling, battered
paintwork and overall roughness, is lit by a kind of light that, in its flatness,
reveals everything equally strongly and therefore never seems to reach its
proper object, illuminating instead the spaces between objects; in its
evenness it resembles the light emanating from the lightbox.
There is the sweeping movement of the broom and there is the
linear projection of light into the room. Metaphorically sandwiched between
the two is the (invisible) eye of the camera, as it scans every square inch of
the walls, the floor and the ceiling in less than a second.
Swept offers a twisted kind of visual pleasure, comparable to The
Destroyed Room, but with the emphasised notion that, if photography can
deliver any kind of proof, it is first of all proof of photography. Still, a work
such as this is one of the most powerful arguments Jeff Wall has offered to
oppose the categorical application of the notion of “staged” photography to
his work. Although the room we see in Swept has been identified as the part
of his studio used for “staging” works like An Octopus and Some Beans
(1990),405 there is proof that, even after removing all the props and
emptying out the room, what remains is some artificial reality that is as
much the result of the camera’s idleness – in a spare moment between
productions – as it is a product of its active intervention.
¶
Stanley Cavell:
To say that we wish to view the world itself is to say that we are
wishing for the condition of viewing as such. That is our way of
establishing our connection with the world: through viewing it, or
having views of it. Our condition has become one in which our
natural mode of perception is to view, feeling unseen. We do not so
much look at the world as look out at it, from behind the self. It is
our fantasies, now all but completely thwarted and out of hand,
which are unseen and must be kept unseen. As if we could no longer

Rolf Lauter, “Jeff Wall: Figures & Places,” in: cat. Jeff Wall: Figures &
Places, 56.
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hope that anyone might share them – at just the moment that they
are pouring into the streets, less private than ever.406
Jeff Wall:
Photography ... seemed to prove that there was only one world, not
many – one visible world, anyway. But I think that is only a
suggestion made by photography, not a conclusion. And the
suggestion can be taken in so many different ways.407
The crux of the matter is this: we don’t need artists or photographers to
show us the world through their eyes – in other words, to reduce the
contingency of the world and increase its fantasy content. Indeed, what Jeff
Wall is doing is something completely different. A work such as Man with a
Rifle suggests that “the world is already drawn by fantasy.”408 His work is
built on the presumption that the contingency of the world is integral to the
fantasies we have about ourselves. The idea that individuals usually act in
freedom, without scripts, instructions or the intervention of directors and
casting agencies, is the fundamental fantasy that allows us to denounce
specific deviant types of behaviour as paranoid or schizophrenic.
It may seem that works like The Pine on the Corner and The Bridge
typically exemplify the contingency of the world. But in fact what they do is
to show how the thought that “everything could be other than it is” has the
effect of reconciling us with our existing environment. The contingency of
the world is the ultimate motivation to leave the world in its present state.
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Conclusion:
Conceptual Art and the Ironies of History

It may seem beyond dispute that contemporary art is characterised by an
enormous pluriformity and diversity in both its tangible manifestations and
its underlying intentions. Consequently, any definition or theoretical
description of contemporary art will have to allow for an infinite range of
artistic specimens.409 This requirement can also be taken to imply that only
theoretical descriptions phrased in the most general and abstract terms
might rightfully claim to have lasting relevance.410 Any attempt to define
contemporary art by identifying concrete artistic tendencies or currents,
such as Terry Smith’s recent proposal, will almost inevitably fail to
transcend its own limited perspective.411 Such definitions are based on
fashionable criteria that will quickly prove ripe for replacement. Art
historians researching the field of contemporary art need to develop a
critical and theoretical framework to compensate for the evident lack of
historical distance from their objects of study.
The contribution that my dissertation aims to make to the corpus of
art historical knowledge revolves around a post-conceptual definition of
contemporary art. It can be summed up in the following four points: 1.
Contemporary art came into existence around 1970, when conceptual art
was at its peak. 2. Contemporary art is a globalised system of artistic
production and reception, the foundations of which derive from conceptual
art. 3. This conceptual “legacy” is not a matter of individual artistic merit
and influence, but of general conditions of production anticipated in the
1960s and fully materialised since the 1970s. 4. Contemporary art has
managed to be successful and legitimate as post-conceptual art only by

One writer who has made this perhaps obvious, yet important, point is
Arthur C. Danto. See for instance “The Abuse of Beauty”, Daedalus 131:4 (2002), 35.
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repairing what seemed to be the major inconsistency of conceptualism: its
refusal of quality control.
My analysis of post-conceptuality implies that conceptuality is no
longer a distinct quality or trait of individual works of art; instead, it has
trickled down and permeated contemporary artistic production as a whole. I
have proposed a framework that has the effect of reducing contemporary art
– in all its diversity and pluriformity – to a set of fundamental, historically
specific conditions of production and reception. These conditions are, first,
the cultural dominance of “information”, leading to a complete separation
between concept and visual form; second, the full professionalisation of
artistic practices, with the artist achieving the status of project manager and
cultural entrepreneur; and third, the universal applicability of the criteria of
“good design”. By describing contemporary art as “applied concept art” (see
chapter 4), I have pointed out that the procedures developed by conceptual
artists to separate the concept of a work from its execution allowed the
shadow of applied art and design to cross the threshold of the artist’s studio.
It could be objected that my theoretical description of
contemporary art is both too restrictive and too universalist to do justice to
the manifest pluralism of contemporary artistic production. What about
artists whose work displays not the slightest awareness of the existence – let
alone the achievements – of conceptual art? Surely my post-conceptual
model cannot apply to those cases? My answer would be that in fact it does.
My theory is concerned with the most general and abstract conditions of
artistic production; these apply in equal measure to all artists active in the
field of contemporary art today. Individual artists may differ from each
other in the extent to which they consciously reflect on these conditions in
their work. However, the fact that a small (or even a large) number of artists
are unaware of the conceptual root of the system of contemporary art does
not mean that, on an individual level, a straightforward return to a preconceptual situation is possible. Even artists who reject the legacy of
“concept” base themselves on some concept – for instance, on the concept
of “the painting tradition”, “intuition” or “expression”.412 Their construction

Cf. Isabelle Graw, “Conceptual Expression: On Conceptual Gestures in
Allegedly Expressive Painting, Traces of Expression in Proto-Conceptual Works, and
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– or simulation – of a pre-conceptual artistic practice only confirms the
power of post-conceptual conditions that allow them to conceive of that
construction in the first place. They may not be aware of this themselves
but, in evaluating their work critically, one has to assume that they are.
Fundamentally, the only naïve art practice imaginable today is a consciously
naïve one.413
The post-conceptual interpretation of contemporary art takes place
against the backdrop of the paradoxes of conceptualism. To summarise:
conceptual art was critical by being uncritical; it made itself dependent on
institutions it considered redundant; and it “performed” the suppression of
artisthood in the form of a work of art – not once, but again and again. The
irony that colours statements like these is related to the post-conceptual
consciousness that I have sketched in chapter 4: the awareness of the
paradoxical yet inescapable implications of the conceptual legacy for the
production and reception of contemporary works of art. It is ironical indeed
to find oneself devoid of stable quality criteria when faced with a work of
art, and to realise that any critical judgment is potentially reversible –
meaning that the strength of the work could also be its weakness, and vice
versa – while this situation itself is irreversible (but not necessarily
deplorable). This ironical awareness structurally affects the position of all
agents professionally involved in contemporary art: artists, critics, curators,
scholars, etcetera.
A detached look shows that my own writing is actually immersed in
irony. The trope of irony – “[to] say something in such a way that the
opposite meaning is implied”414 – manifests itself in my dissertation in two
distinct but obviously related ways: both in the interpretation and
the Significance of Artistic Procedures”, in: Alexander Alberro and Sabeth
Buchmann, eds., Art after Conceptual Art, Generali Foundation collection series
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2006), 119.
413
This is confirmed by Thomas Crow in his essay on conceptual art. “Almost
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level, the historical sequence of objects to which it belongs. Consciousness of
precedent has become very nearly the condition and definition of major artistic
ambition.” “Unwritten Histories of Conceptual Art: Against Visual Culture”, in:
Crow, Modern Art in the Common Culture (New Haven/London: Yale University
Press, 1996), 212.
414
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evaluation of individual works of art, and in the construction of an overall
history. In these final pages, I want to take a closer look at this use of irony
and its historiographical implications. In the introduction to this
dissertation, I pointed to the unresolved nature of the art historical
reception of conceptual art, especially in the work of “disappointed fans”
like Benjamin Buchloh and Charles Harrison. To what extent is my ironical
approach more resolved?
To begin with the first manifestation of irony: I look at artistic
practices through the lens of the art world, as a sceptical participant shifting
between an insider’s and an outsider’s position. In a contemporary context,
the art world is like a social “milieu” or medium for the generation and
transfer of perceptions, opinions, ideas and attitudes concerning the art that
is – or should be – produced. This milieu is characterised by its own
particular chemistry – a mix of interlocking habits, values, conventions,
biases, discourses, tendencies and taboos that are constantly being stirred
and shaken by social, cultural, political, and institutional forces and events.
In the seven chapters of my dissertation, I either analyse artworks and
oeuvres through this discursive milieu or dissect them “as such” – meaning
that I either follow their art world reception or go against it. The ironical
alternation between these two modes, it has occurred to me in hindsight, is
an important critical tool. There are no straightforward ways to apprehend
the mediating lens of the art milieu, and the effect it has on the production
and reception of works of art, in isolation. As in the case of spectacles that
we need in order to see, it is only by continuously alternating between the
assisted and the unassisted vision that its effect can be registered and
thematised.
To give two examples: one of the topics of chapter 5 is the art world
taboo on the decorative application of contemporary art in domestic
environments, a social “use” that appears not to be considered truly social.
In chapter 6 I focus on the special status granted by the contemporary art
world to photography, the medium that seems to function as the conceptual
art form par excellence. I look at Elspeth Diederix’s Blue Ridge, for
instance, through the lens of the art milieu; yet the context will make the
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reader understand my scepticism regarding the qualities attributed to that
work.
It should be kept in mind, however, that the art world is not some
external force or enemy. While adding to or intervening in the discourse of
contemporary art, one is always part of this “milieu” oneself. It would
clearly be impossible for me as an academic to distance myself completely
from it. Especially as I come from a mixed practice (as a critic, freelance
writer and researcher), I have penetrated deeply into it. It is only as a
participant in the art world that I have been able to construct for myself an
ironical perspective as insider/outsider.415 Moreover, contemporary art is
itself discursive: it has integrated the critical discourse of art into its modes
of production. Qualities attributed to a work result from the ongoing
conversations and critical exchanges surrounding it in the art milieu. There
is no way to bypass that discursive environment, as it forms the context in
which contemporary art is necessarily produced and received.
The second manifestation of irony in this dissertation is situated at a
different level. Almost every chapter revolves around one or more ironies of
history – instances of historical objects turning into their opposite or having
unforeseen and antithetical effects.416 They contribute to what Hayden
White has called, in his study of the use of literary tropes in historiography,
a “satirical emplotment” of history.417 Before looking at some implications, I
will summarise the most substantial of these ironical inversions.
Chapter 1 shows how in 1971 the model of site-specific art
represented a move from centre to periphery, whereas in 1993 it amounted
to a move from periphery to centre. In another ironical twist, that chapter
also claims that activist contemporary artists rely on the heritage of the

Cf. Linda Hutcheon, Irony’s Edge. The Theory and Politics of Irony
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avant-garde as a tool allowing them to counter or deny that very heritage.
Next, chapter 2 shows how the separation between the concept and the
realisation of an artwork has changed over time from a detached and
liberating strategy into a convention and a precondition for success in the
contemporary art world. Chapter 3 demonstrates that the most radical
conceptual art forms have always faced the ironical fate of collapsing into
“pure design”. That chapter also shows how by the late 1960s the use of
directions and instructions by artists, originally a way to undermine
authorship, was at risk of being perceived as a confirmation of corporate or
managerial authority. Then, chapter 4 argues that in modernity, as the
responsibility for the production of works of art had shifted from the patron
to the artist, the responsibility for the interpretation of the work shifted
from the artist to the viewer. That chapter also concludes that in the 1960s
conceptual art ushered in the managerial revolution in art, whereas the
outcome of that change, several decades later, has been counter to the spirit
of conceptualism. Chapter 5 points out that site-specificity evolved from a
radical strategy into a conformist attitude centred on adaptation and
suitability. And chapter 6 traces the ironical development of “conceptual
photography” from unskilled and dilettante to professional and technically
advanced.
According to Hayden White, the structural use of irony in
historiography is related to a sceptical attitude with respect to the likelihood
of major social or cultural change. In ironical accounts of history, the “belief
in the possibility of positive political actions” tends to dissolve. One of the
outcomes may be “a Mandarin-like disdain for those seeking to grasp the
nature of social reality in either science or art”.418 Not surprisingly, the use
of irony also folds back upon the self-image of the historian and his or her
application of figurative language. Scepticism is extended to the
relationship between language and historical reality.
The trope of Irony … provides a linguistic paradigm of a mode of
thought which is radically self-critical with respect not only to a
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given characterization of the world of experience but also to the
very effort to capture adequately the truth of things in language.419
Satirical emplotments of history, guided by an ironical imagination, are
therefore both radical and relativistic.
Kenneth Burke, however, whose study A Grammar of Motives
(1945) is referred to by White, denies the relativistic aspect of irony and
emphasises instead its dialectical nature. For Burke, irony is dialectical for
the very reason that it transcends the relativity of any one-sided or partial
perspective.420 Despite the representation of multiple perspectives on
historical events, there is still a “resultant certainty”, a meta-perspective (or
“perspective of perspectives”) that is necessarily ironical “since it requires
that all the sub-certainties be considered as neither true nor false, but
contributory …”.421
According to Burke, true irony involves the understanding of an
“internal fatality” that characterises any historical given, implying that “the
development that led to the rise will, by the further course of their
development, ‘inevitably’ lead to the fall”. Thus, the historical appearance of
X will sooner or later trigger a number of developments that in turn make X
become redundant and disappear from the stage. Burke sees it as the
historian’s job “to decide exactly what new characters, born of a given prior
character, will be the ‘inevitable’ vessels of the prior character’s deposition”.
Despite the quotation marks around “inevitable” and “inevitably”, he
concludes by presenting his theory of the dialectics of history in the form of
a law: “what goes forth as A returns as non-A”.422 This law seems to imply a
kind of parody or perversion of Hegelian dialectics.423
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I will end by showing how Burke’s model of historical irony applies
to my own writing. I will present three perspectives on conceptual art,
distilled from a round-table discussion that was published in October in
1994, followed by my own dialectical meta-perspective that shows the three
“sub-certainties” to be neither true nor false, but merely insufficient and
incomplete. This meta-perspective brings together some of the ironical
inversions that feature in the chapters of my dissertation.
In the round-table discussion on “Conceptual Art and the Reception
of Duchamp”, Alexander Alberro, Benjamin Buchloh and Thierry de Duve
give the following evaluations of conceptual art. Alberro represents what
could be called the micro-historical perspective by insisting that
“Conceptual art in the mid-sixties was a contested field of diverse artistic
practices” – “there was not one theoretical model … but several competing
models”.424 Buchloh counters this by proposing that conceptual art
essentially revolved around “the radical redefinition of audience,
distribution, institutional critique”.425 This could be called the paradigmatic
perspective. Then De Duve, the third voice lifted from this art historical
debate, states that conceptual art was altogether a “failure” and a “dead
end”. Since (according to him) art is not a concept, conceptual art is “simply
a contradiction in terms”.426 I will call this point of view the aesthetic
perspective.
As I have shown in my dissertation, the three perspectives can each
claim to represent its own limited, or relative, portion of the truth. Kenneth
Burke would say that they are relativistic – and therefore devoid of irony –
because they represent a one-sided point of view.427 Each of the three
perspectives plays down the other two. The micro-historical perspective
undermines the theoretical reduction of conceptual art to a single, univocal
and coherent movement. The paradigmatic point of view relativises the
significance of any artistic activity not involved in radical systemic change.
And the aesthetic perspective minimises both the historical and the
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theoretical relevance of conceptual art by pointing to the impossibility of its
supposed aim (the reduction of the work of art to a mere concept).
The threefold relativity of these limited perspectives can be undone
by applying the following dialectical meta-perspective. Conceptual art was
the historical prefiguration of a fully professionalised and managerial – or
entrepreneurial – form of artisthood. The three conditions that would come
to determine contemporary art as a system – the cultural dominance of
information; the professionalisation of artistic practices; and the application
of design criteria – announced themselves in a compressed, more or less
allegorical form. This happened at a historical turning point: the moment
when the late-modernist paradigm of art had become obsolete.
The conceptual prefiguration of the conditions of contemporary art
was a brief phase. Its peak lasted from 1965 to 1970; its tail (1970-75)
overlapped with the early years of contemporary art – the art that is postconceptual in the sense that it has digested, or at least passed, the phase of
allegorical prefiguration. In retrospect, this transition from conceptual to
contemporary art was marked by a number of ironical inversions: deskilling
and dilettantism fed into professionalisation and entrepreneurship; and the
autonomy of art blended with notions of applied art and design. These
inversions are more than ironical; they are dialectical, meaning that the first
pole of each opposition is encapsulated and implied in the second, where it
continues to be active. (Without this implication, no prefiguration could
have occurred.) Deskilling has remained an essential truth in the
professional practice of contemporary artists; it is where artists come from;
it is what they are; it affects what they do. And the autonomy of
contemporary art is a precondition for its survival of the application of
design criteria.
This ironical perspective is an interpretative strategy that helps to
make sense of the unresolved aspects of conceptual art. It has the benefit of
showing how the dialectics of deskilling and professionalisation, of
autonomy and application, have formed the roots of contemporary art since
its emergence around 1970. Moreover, it allows us to abandon the idea that
conceptual art was a revolution, or a failure, or a failed revolution.
Conceptual art will appear to be so only if the dialectics I have sketched are
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not taken into account. What appears to be a failed revolution or a “dead
end” was in fact the realisation of a dialectical potential that is still in many
ways decisive for the art of today.
If I were to analyse, in somewhat more personal terms, the origins of the
ironical tendency in my writing, I would have to admit that it can be traced
to an aesthetic preference, among other things. To plot history satirically as
a series of ironical inversions tends to give me a deep aesthetic satisfaction.
It would clearly take me too far from the core of my research to look for a
psychological explanation of this affection. However, the aesthetic
preference is paralleled by a strong aversion to any form of discursive
legitimation in texts on contemporary art – something that may have been
equally decisive in my adoption of the ironical mode. Rereading the texts
included in this dissertation, it strikes me that my relation with
contemporary art is remarkably detached. I tend to position myself outside
or above it by way of premature historicisation. This creates not just a
distance but also an imaginary power over the art in question – a power that
I apply through the emplotments discussed above. In my writings, I often
find fault with claims of a direct social and political effect of contemporary
artistic practices – claims that, despite their mostly unfounded and utopian
nature, are promoted by large sections of the art world.428 Hayden White’s
characterisation of the “satirical mode of representation” applies here:
… Satire represents a different qualification of the hopes,
possibilities, and truths of human existence revealed in Romance,
Comedy, and Tragedy respectively. It views these hopes,
possibilities, and truths Ironically, in the atmosphere generated by
the apprehension of the ultimate inadequacy of consciousness to
live in the world happily or to comprehend it fully.429
To write history in the satirical mode is to “perceive behind the welter of
events contained in the chronicle an ongoing structure of relationships or
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an eternal return of the Same in the Different.”430 In my case, that chronicle
would consist of contemporary art magazines that aim to provide their
readership with evidence and discursive support for important
developments, trends, and even so-called paradigm changes in the art of the
day. (The mere fact that these changes occur seems more significant than
what they actually entail; leafing through the magazines without reading
any of the articles, a cynic would say, is enough to stay “up-to-date”.)
My ironical approach to conceptual and contemporary art results in
a model of interpretation that is intended to avoid at least the most flagrant
forms of discursive legitimation. However, it seems likely that the
production of discourse on contemporary art is always to some degree a
legitimating affair. This also applies to my writing. The chapter on Jeff Wall,
originally published in a monograph on the occasion of a photography prize
awarded to the artist, is perhaps the most obvious case. I defend Wall’s
work against his critics in a manner that, in retrospect, seems to lack
nuance or argumentative depth. The rhetoric of the text – “Isn’t it true that
… ?” – is too emphatic. In the context of my dissertation this essay fails to
provide a critical assessment of Wall’s production in terms of the legacy of
conceptualism. In fact, it is the only text in this compilation that is not
constructed around one or more historical ironies. Perhaps not surprisingly,
commissioned monographic catalogue essays do not lend themselves very
well to experiments with a satirical mode of representation.
Then again, another chapter (“The Obsession with a Pure Idea”)
suffers from an excessive ambivalence that makes its argument to some
extent unclear and unresolved. This text is unsure whether or not
conceptual art is to be considered a proper art historical movement. It
initially treats “conceptual art” as an a-historical label. Although this
generates certain refreshing insights, it does not provide a lasting and viable
alternative to a critical-historical framework.
Even if these two essays therefore have their obvious weaknesses, I
nevertheless included them in the dissertation as they represent a certain
limit – the point where the dialectic fails or the irony stops short. Thus, they
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contribute in their own way to the project of mapping the ironies of art
history, by bringing the borderland within sight.
Altogether, I hope that my dissertation shows it is possible to write
a coherent study of a twentieth-century artistic movement without deciding
– let alone declaring – whether or not one “supports” it. This is not a matter
of the author keeping his or her personal evaluation private, but of working
through the historical ambivalences of the art in question and treating them
as meaningful in themselves. This is an important aspect of the proposed
ironical approach to art history. The fact that these essays, written for
various non-academic occasions, find themselves compiled in an academic
context, a context in which a certain degree of detachment is still a relevant
quality for authors, should therefore be considered logical rather than
ironical.
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Samenvatting

Met dit proefschrift wil ik een oorspronkelijke bijdrage leveren aan de
kritische geschiedschrijving van de beeldende kunst sinds de jaren zestig
van de twintigste eeuw, en met name aan de hernieuwde interpretatie van
de conceptuele kunst (1965-1975). Ik onderzoek de implicaties van deze
beweging voor de hedendaagse kunstpraktijk, waarbij ik in het bijzonder
kijk naar de relaties tussen kunstwerk en kunstdiscours, tussen producent
en recipiënt, en tussen kunstenaars en instituties. Ik neem het jaar 1970 als
het historische beginpunt van de hedendaagse kunst, die ik definieer als
“post-conceptueel” in de dubbele betekenis van komend na en bepaald door
de conceptuele kunst. Ik laat zien dat alle kunst van na 1970 een
verstandhouding heeft moeten vinden met de erfenis van de conceptuele
kunst.
Deze erfenis kenmerkt zich door twee tegenstrijdige tendenzen.
Enerzijds zijn de karakteristieke werkvormen van de conceptkunst – zoals
tekstpanelen, fotodocumenten, tijdelijke “situaties” en performances – nu
voor elke hedendaagse kunstenaar vanzelfsprekend en beschikbaar.
Anderzijds zijn de criteria voor de kritische beoordeling van kunstwerken
nooit aangepast in de geest van de conceptuele kunst. Dit is de belangrijkste
paradox die aan de basis van mijn onderzoek ligt. Hoewel de conceptuele
kunst belangrijke consequenties heeft voor het professionele
kwaliteitsoordeel over beeldende kunst, en daarmee voor het “discours” van
de kunst, zijn conceptuele kunstenaars er niet in geslaagd de
kunsthistorische en kritische receptie van de kunst structureel te
veranderen. Het onderzoek richt zich op de feiten en omstandigheden die
deze uitkomst kunnen verklaren.
Zowel in het professionele als in het institutionele milieu wordt
hedendaagse kunst steeds meer als een vorm van communicatie opgevat, en
ook als zodanig besproken en behandeld. Aangezien conceptkunstenaars de
eerste kunstenaars waren die hun praktijk opvatten in termen van
informatieoverdracht, kan een kritische reconstructie van de conceptuele
wortels van de hedendaagse kunst licht werpen op de condities die bepalend
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zijn voor de kunstproductie van vandaag. Daartoe treed ik buiten de
klassieke kunsthistorische kaders en kijk ik naar sociale en culturele
veranderingen die in de jaren zestig en zeventig in Europa en NoordAmerika hebben plaatsgevonden, zoals de overgang van een industriële
naar een diensten- en informatie-economie.
Mijn uiteindelijke conclusie is dat de conceptuele kunst uit de
periode 1965-1975 te beschouwen is als een historische voorafschaduwing
van het volledig geprofessionaliseerde kunstenaarschap zoals we dat
vandaag kennen. De omstandigheden die bepalend zouden worden voor het
productiesysteem van de hedendaagse kunst – de culturele dominantie van
informatie; de professionalisering van de kunstpraktijk; en de toepassing
van kwaliteitscriteria ontleend aan ontwerpdisciplines – kondigden zich op
een compacte, allegorische wijze aan in het werk van conceptuele
kunstenaars. Dit gebeurde in een tijdsgewricht waarin het laat-modernische
paradigma van de kunst definitief achterhaald bleek te zijn.
In dit proefschrift zijn zeven eerder gepubliceerde essays
gebundeld, voor deze gelegenheid aangevuld met een uitgebreide inleiding
en een conclusie. De inleiding beschrijft de kritische en wetenschappelijke
kaders van het onderzoek. Bronnen en referenties worden hierin expliciet
gemaakt en aangevuld. Daarnaast bevat de inleiding een overzicht van de
historiografie van de conceptuele kunst en een methodologische reflectie
over de relatie tussen de kunstgeschiedenis, kunsttheorie en kunstkritiek in
de context van de hedendaagse, post-conceptuele kunst. Tenslotte geef ik
hier een synthese van de belangrijkste punten en lijnen uit mijn betoog.
Hoofdstuk 1 analyseert de receptie van de neo-avantgarde in
Nederland rond 1970, in de vorm van een case-study over Sonsbeek buiten
de perken (1971) en twee daarop volgende tentoonstellingen in Park
Sonsbeek (1986 en 1993). Sonsbeek 71 had tot doel om conceptkunst en
land art bij een breed publiek bekend te maken. Dat de tentoonstelling door
velen als een mislukking werd ervaren, kwam doordat de aard van de
getoonde kunst de organisatoren in een centrale maar daardoor ook
ongemakkelijke informatiepositie plaatste. Het uitgangspunt van hoofdstuk
2 is de onmogelijke maar niettemin steeds terugkerende fantasie van een
kunstwerk dat uitsluitend uit een idee bestaat. Dit hoofdstuk bevat
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argumenten voor mijn stelling dat het conceptuele een generieke conditie is
voor de productie en receptie van hedendaagse kunst, een conditie waar
zelfs studenten in het kunstonderwijs al mee leren om te gaan.
De hoofdstukken 3 en 4 bevatten een kritische en historische
duiding van de conceptuele kunst in een uitgebreide vergelijking met
grafische ontwerppraktijken uit dezelfde periode. Ik evalueer conceptuele
procedures door te kijken naar hun uitvloeisel in de kunst van de jaren ’80
en ’90. Dit leidt tot een beschrijving van de hedendaagse kunst als een
gecombineerd systeem van productie en receptie, meer bepaald als een
vorm van “toegepaste conceptkunst”. Hoofdstuk 5 gaat in het verlengde
hiervan over de spanning tussen de conceptuele ambities van de
hedendaagse kunst en haar decoratieve toepassing in de woningen van
privéverzamelaars. Het discursieve contrapunt wordt gevormd door de
poltieke idealen van de historische avantgarde met betrekking tot een
artistieke doorbraak naar het domein van het dagelijks leven.
Hoofdstukken 6 en 7 onderzoeken de bijzondere positie van de
fotografie als medium voor beeldend kunstenaars, tegen de achtergrond van
de “post-medium conditie” van de hedendaagse kunst. In hoofdstuk 6
schets ik een genealogie van het verschijnsel “conceptuele fotografie”.
Cruciaal is daarbij de impasse waarin het medium zich rond 1975 bevond,
een impasse die mede dankzij het werk van Bernd en Hilla Becher kon
worden overwonnen. Het was dankzij het werk van de Bechers dat het
fotografische métier het conceptuele aura kon verwerven dat het tot zo’n
succesvol en veelgebruikt medium in de hedendaagse kunst heeft gemaakt.
Hoofdstuk 7 is een monografische tekst over het werk van de Canadese
kunstenaar Jeff Wall.
Aangezien de zeven hoofdstukken voor uiteenlopende gelegenheden
geschreven zijn en nogal verschillen qua lengte en vorm, bieden zij – van
enige afstand bekeken – een goede basis voor uitspraken over de productie
van hedendaags kunstdiscours. Het behoorde tot de uitgangspunten van
mijn onderzoek dat ik de gebundelde teksten – hier opgenomen in
ongewijzigde vorm – zou evalueren als de producten van een kritische
schrijfpraktijk die zelf getekend is door de erfenis van de conceptuele kunst.
Dit zelfonderzoek vindt plaats in de conclusie van het proefschrift. Daar
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analyseer ik mijn eigen ironische benadering van de kunstgeschiedenis, en
laat ik zien hoe die ironie zich verhoudt tot de dialectiek die de relatie
tussen conceptuele en hedendaagse kunst kenmerkt.
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