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introduction

Consider two examples. One is a notarized statement incorporated into a metal, wood,

and imitation leather construction, and the other is an ad published in a major art maga-

zine. Both were authored by artists, employ the written word to make a statement about

authorship, and relate to works in which the artist’s hand or touch has been displaced to

varying degrees by the use of manufactured components or techniques of industrial fabri-

cation. But there the similarities end, because the first, Robert Morris’s 1963 Statement of

Esthetic Withdrawal, plays ironically on the power of the artist to author a work through

an act of designation by presenting a legalistic inversion of such an act, whereas the second,

a 1990 ad taken out by Donald Judd in Art in America, is an utterly serious repudiation of

a work that Judd did not want presented under his name.

Morris’s Statement refers to his 1963 Litanies, a construction in which a hanging ring

holds 27 keys. Each key is inscribed with a word taken from a translation of one of the notes

that comprise Marcel Duchamp’s Green Box, a text consisting of a series of litanies ascribed

by Duchamp to the chariot or sleigh component of his Large Glass. Morris exhibited Lita-

nies in his first solo exhibition, where it was bought by Philip Johnson. Statement came six

months later, when Morris still had not received payment and responded with the follow-

ing declaration, duly signed and notarized: “The undersigned, ROBERT MORRIS, being

the maker of the metal construction entitled LITANIES, described in the annexed Exhibit

A, hereby withdraws from said construction all esthetic quality and content and declares

that from the date hereof said construction has no such quality and content.” The play with

legal rhetoric continues in the relief presented as Exhibit A, which portrays front and pro-

file views of Litanies incised in lead, the same material used in Litanies itself.

Advertisement placed by Donald
Judd, Art in America, March 1990.



One issue raised by Morris’s statement is the question of what power an artist contin-

ues to have over a work of art after it has left the artist’s possession; in particular, to what

degree the artist can change the status of the work without physically altering the object it-

self. If it is the aesthetic of the piece that is at issue, as the wording of the statement suggests,

one then has to ask by what aesthetic criteria we judge a work such as Litanies: a construc-

tion consisting of a ready-made ring, individually worked keys, and, set into the lead sur-

face above the hook from which the ring hangs, a brass lock. What is the content of a work

that makes textual reference to another artist, with those references inscribed on keys that

will never unlock the actual lock below which they are suspended? If a legal declaration can

purport to remove aesthetic quality and content from a work, the statement also forces us

to consider how these qualities might have entered the work in the first place. The familiar

form of keys on a ring continues the challenge presented by Duchamp in the beginning of

the twentieth century, when he invented the concept of the readymade to describe works

of art he made simply by selecting and so designating a series of everyday objects chosen

precisely because of their familiarity. Although both Litanies and Statement of Esthetic

Withdrawal are constructions rather than readymades, the readymade certainly lies behind

Statement, since the linguistic withdrawal of aesthetic attributes (even if ironic) implies a

preceding possibility, the radical act of designation rather than making through which the

readymade is produced. The ultimate irony of Statement lies in the fact that, far from sub-

tracting content from Litanies, it adds to the subtle paradox already contained in the jux-

taposition of textual keys and an actual, if nonfunctional, lock. Furthermore, the act of

adding a retroactive overlay of interest to the initial construction suggestively echoes the

role that the notes published in Duchamp’s Green Box played in relation to his Large Glass.

The second statement, Judd’s quarter-page advertisement in the March 1990 Art in

America, consists of black text surrounded by a simple black outline: “The Fall 1989 show

of sculpture at Ace Gallery in Los Angeles exhibited an installation wrongly attributed to

Donald Judd. Fabrication of the piece was authorized by Giuseppe Panza without the ap-

proval or permission of Donald Judd.” The ad therefore announces a much more com-

prehensive withdrawal, one that encompasses not just aesthetic quality and content but

authorship in its entirety. The dispute concerned a 1974 work owned by Giuseppe Panza

and installed in his villa in Varese, Italy, which consists of an uninterrupted row of largely

identical five-foot-high galvanized iron plates affixed via hidden brackets so that they stand

eight inches in front of the wall along three sides of a room. The piece establishes a second

wall that, despite the weight of the materials involved, appears to float inside the architec-

ture of the room. In 1989 the Ace Gallery in Los Angeles wanted to borrow this work by

Judd, along with Carl Andre’s 1968 Fall, also owned by Panza, for an exhibition devoted to



minimal art. Rather than shipping the two large-scale works from Italy, Panza authorized

the gallery to refabricate the pieces in Los Angeles. Neither artist was consulted, and both

publicly disavowed the copies exhibited under their names once they found out about the

Los Angeles versions. Besides the paradoxes that can arise from the authorizing language

of contracts or certificates (to be considered in later chapters of this book), there are im-

portant issues that need to be raised at the outset.

First, why would it have seemed plausible to a collector and a major art gallery that an

unauthorized copy could be substituted for an absent work of art? Or, to ask the question

another way, was there anything about the work itself that would have suggested that the

copy could be a suitable stand-in for the original object? The contested work by Judd re-

lied on qualities identified with minimalism: industrial materials, simple, geometric forms,

the repetition of identical units, and the activation of the surrounding or contained space.

By employing methods of industrial fabrication, Judd was able to remove a typical mark of

artistic authorship, the evidence of the artist’s hand. This could also be seen as the elimi-

nation of a significant component of aesthetic quality and content for a more traditional

work of art. In that sense, Judd and other artists associated with minimalism participated

in an undermining of one traditional measure of authorship which, not coincidentally,

also provided an inherent limit on production. Even the use of the term “original” is

fraught in relation to works already structured around the act of copying inherent in serial

forms. However, as I will argue throughout this book, the removal of the artist’s hand,

rather than lessening the importance of artistic authorship, makes the sure connection be-

tween work and artist that much more significant.

While the shapes involved may seem simple, the issues they raise are complex. The

designation of a work made through instructions for industrial fabrication or through the

act of selecting an already manufactured object (the readymade paradigm that carries

through in minimalism in the use of prefabricated components like bricks or fluorescent fix-

tures) requires a fully elaborated external structure of support, which includes the frame-

work of explanation, both by the artists themselves and by critics, the adherence to external

conventions that limit and control the reproduction of otherwise inherently reproducible

works (the assignment of authorship and the use of the limited edition being the most im-

portant constraints), and a clear understanding of what, exactly, is being purchased by the

collector of such a work. When works of this type were first shown, critics both favorably

and unfavorably disposed focused on how these objectlike forms occupy the same space as

the viewer. The lack of a pedestal or other barrier separating such simple, often hollow

works from their surroundings forces the viewer to be aware of her or his experience 

unfolding in space and time. Furthermore, this emphasis on the surrounding space has a 
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corollary in another form of exteriority, and that is the externalization of the evidence of

authorship.

Adherence to external conventions that limit and control the production of otherwise

inherently reproducible works is essential in order for such works to be collected in the

context of a system based on the importance of originality and rarity. The mechanisms by

which such authorship is regulated can range from assumed understandings to detailed

written instructions, certificates, and even contractual arrangements. Recent artistic prac-

tices involving objects that do not carry inherent evidence of artistic authorship have ne-

cessitated new conventions for designating and maintaining their categorization as works

of art. However, there is a precedent in the importance of a sound provenance that con-

Robert Morris, Litanies, 1963. Lead
over wood with steel key ring,
twenty-seven keys, and brass lock,
12" x 71⁄8" x 21⁄2". The Museum of
Modern Art, New York, Gift of Philip
Johnson. © 2002 Robert Morris /
Artists Rights Society (ARS), New
York. Photo © 2001 The Museum of
Modern Art, New York.



firms the assessment of connoisseurship by demonstrating a historical chain of connec-

tions to the time and place of a work’s production. Such histories help authenticate and

therefore secure market value, even as conservation labs have continued to search for ever

more precise tools to study and evaluate the material or intrinsic traces of authorship. Ev-

idence that is externalized, however, also makes clear the degree to which the construction

of authorship depends on divisions that are fundamentally arbitrary, in the sense that such

authorship is based on a whole series of specific, separable, and sometimes even negotiated

decisions.

Returning to the Morris and Judd examples, while both are statements, and both are

authored by artists, they are not both works of art. The difference in their classification is

based on the structure of authorship as a system that addresses itself not just to the ques-

tion of who is speaking but to the discourse or framework within which a work, as opposed

to other types of objects or utterances, will be received and interpreted. Part of this inter-

pretive context is provided by the artist’s other works. Another framework is provided by

the critical discourse surrounding the artist, a critical discourse in which both Judd and

introduction 4  • 5

Donald Judd, Untitled (galvanized
iron wall), 1974. 1⁄4"-thick galvanized
iron plates, 60" high, along three
existing walls, 8" in front of wall. 
Installation at the Villa Menafoglio
Litta Panza, Varese, Italy. Solomon
R. Guggenheim Museum.
Art © Donald Judd Foundation /
licensed by VAGA, New York. Photo
© Giorgio Colombo, Milan.



Morris were active participants. For Morris’s Statement, it is the history of the readymade,

and specifically the speech act through which an everyday object is so designated, that es-

tablishes the interpretive context for the work. It is, however, equally telling that part of the

conflict between Judd and Panza was based on Panza’s understanding of Judd through his

interest in the conceptual plan or project.

The emphasis on idea or concept makes explicit the possibility that the work of art will

not be synonymous with an object, but could consist of a proposition that might be con-

veyed in many different forms. Judd’s presentation of his work, along with his written

statements about art, made it clear that he had no interest in having such conventions an

evident part of his work. However, they lie in a very practical way behind the physical ob-

ject, since a number of the works by Judd in Panza’s collection were purchased on the ba-

sis of plans rather than already realized objects. While some forms of conceptual art

explicitly delegate the realization of the plan to the individual or institution acquiring the

work, Judd wanted to retain final authority to approve or disapprove of works presented

under his name. Yet it could be argued that any work made through an act of designation

or the fabrication of an object on the basis of instructions raises the question of what as-

pects of authorship are transferred with the purchase of the work of art.

Who has the authority to realize a work on the basis of plans? Is the power to delegate

the realization of plans itself a one-time option, or is the transfer of that power part of the

transfer of the work of art? Once the readymade is established as a model that allows the

artist to take an object and designate it a work of authorship, to what extent is that author-

ity, as well as the object itself, transferable? In fact, depending on the artist, these questions

have been answered in many different ways, particularly in the wake of conceptual art’s ex-

plicit reorientation of the status of the idea in relation to the object. Even for Judd, how-

ever, with his insistent focus on the physical presence of the object, the use of fabrication

opens up an important temporal gap between plan and realization. While this delay may

not appear significant for works that he had built while in close communication with his

fabricators, the consequences become considerable as the gap between conception and re-

alization widens. Thus the statements by Judd and Morris speak in different ways about the

issue of authorship and how it is invested in certain objects and not in others. Their con-

trasting objectives also point to how inherent tensions in the authorization to make deci-

sions about a work’s realization and presentation can open onto contested terrain.

The exploration of points of intersection between minimalism and conceptual art—

approaches often sharply differentiated in their early articulations—is part of a process of

looking back at movements now firmly inscribed in the history of modern and contempo-

rary art. Evidence of the thorough process of historicization already under way appears in



the many highly focused studies of artists and movements associated with the 1960s and

1970s. But the tendency of specialized examinations to emphasize distinct qualities as part

of the process of setting their subjects off from other practices, even if consistent with the

artists’ own delineation of their positions, does not account for the ways successive genera-

tions of artists have drawn upon the precedents established since the 1950s, often bringing

together multiple and, in their initial articulations, distinct approaches and procedures.

Consider another example. The two large cubes, one of chocolate and one of lard, in

Janine Antoni’s 1992 Gnaw refer unquestionably to minimalism in the use of simple, three-

dimensional geometric forms that take command of their surrounding space. Yet Antoni

moves in a different direction, employing not industrial but organic materials that carry a

whole range of cultural associations as well as varying degrees of physical stability. Further-

more, these are works that assert the artist’s physical presence in the act of making, partic-

ularly in the traces of her obsessively repeated action: Antoni has altered the strict geometry

of each cube through a process of biting off the chocolate and lard, turning the ninety-

degree angles of the edges and corners into surfaces roughly marked by a record of the

artist’s physical progress across the material. Through her choice of materials and method,

this female artist has taken abstract geometric forms identified with the largely male realm

of minimalism and shaped a work that speaks both viscerally and quite specifically to our

associations with the materials. These are not simply substances that can be consumed, but

ones that carry anxious connections between body image and the pleasure that can turn

into disgust with their overconsumption. Such associations are further supported by what

Antoni has done with the chocolate and lard bitten off from the cubes. Shown in conjunc-

tion with the two gnawed cubes is a mirror-and-glass case displaying lipstick forms made

from the bitten-off lard mixed with wax and pigment, and, from the bitten chocolate, not

candies themselves but heart-shaped versions of the segmented containers used in choco-

late boxes.

One could argue that Antoni, in her use of a version of touch, has simply reestablished

the mark-making excluded from the minimalist object. In contrast to the unconscious

mark assumed by connoisseurship, however, this is a very specific and culturally loaded use

of the body to shape the material. The touch or mark is not simply a vehicle for creating an

aesthetic effect; rather, recognition of the mark itself and its relation to the body of the

artist is central to the message of the work. Yet for all that this work is about a visceral trace

that suggests direct evidence of the artist’s touch, it also depends on repetition in the form

of the cast copy for its continued existence. In the case of the chocolate cube, the appear-

ance will gradually change over time as the chocolate ages. Lard, however, tends to lose its

form more catastrophically, in total collapse. Retaining basic characteristics of her materials
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is more important to Antoni than the preservation of appearance, to the extent that she

would not want to alter the nature of either the lard or the chocolate for the sake of con-

servation. The lard component is therefore recast each time it is exhibited, using a mold

taken from the bitten cube to duplicate its original contours. Thus the work combines a

specific and limited authorization to recreate or copy with otherwise direct traces of the

artist’s actions.

Gnaw is a work that speaks on many levels to issues of temporality. Its making re-

quired repetition and endurance, with Antoni biting off the chocolate and lard over many

days, until her mouth was covered with blisters. The work then began to unmake itself as

soon as it was complete, with the chocolate and lard components both showing evidence

of aging, if at different rates. The changes in the work mark both the long duration of col-

lecting and the short duration of individual exhibitions, since the chocolate cube and the

objects in the case have shown signs of aging between exhibition appearances, whereas the

lard ranges from newness to decay during each exhibition cycle. The lard cube could be

said to have internalized the established rhythms of the temporary exhibition. Thus the ex-

perience of the work, including the relationship of its components to one another, changes

depending on when and in what part of the cycle one sees it, and also diverges from pho-

tographic records of its appearance.

Chocolate and lard are only two of a variety of materials employed by Antoni in works

that range from impermanent to relatively enduring objects and have encompassed vari-

ous combinations of sculpture, performance, video, photography, and installation. Re-

curring themes include her exploration of endurance and the power of repetitive actions,

her interest in gender, particularly as articulated through the female body, her use of ma-

terials with strong cultural associations, and her continued and varied assertion of the

artist’s presence in the work. It is interesting to ask by what criteria one can assess a body

of work based on such heterogeneous forms and media. The question increases in urgency

when one considers the degree to which her work shares its heterogeneous approach both

with the work of many other artists taken individually, and with the field of contemporary

art considered as a whole.

The designation of authorship according to internal evidence was based on the per-

ception of unity and stylistic consistency. Historically the establishment of museums led to

the organization of works of art according to period as well as individual style, the goal of

these divisions being the education of the museum-going public. However, with classifi-

cation of works according to authorship secure, this system of divisions and hierarchies

now forms the basis for a very different model of artistic production. Authorship thus be-

comes the vehicle for the reintroduction of a degree of heterogeneity banished from the art 



Janine Antoni, Gnaw, 1992 
(details). 600-pound cube of choco-
late gnawed by the artist, 24" × 24"
× 24", 600-pound cube of lard
gnawed by the artist, 24" × 24" ×
24", and display case with 45 heart-
shaped packaging trays for choco-
late made from chewed chocolate
removed from the chocolate cube
and 400 lipsticks made with pig-
ment, beeswax, and chewed lard 
removed from the lard cube. Collec-
tion the Museum of Modern Art,
New York. Courtesy the artist and
Luhring Augustine, New York.
Photos: Brian Forrest.



museum when it was separated from other types of collecting institutions, such that a di-

vision based on an idea of authorial integrity or stylistic unity has been transformed into a

framework for interpreting artistic practices based on heterogeneity and a lack of stylistic

consistency. Presentation under an artist’s name ensures not only that a range of different

forms of expression will be read as works, but that heterogeneity within that series of works

will be read as a decision that itself carries meaning as a play on the very idea of authorship

as a form of unity or internal consistency.

Clearly there has also been a dramatic redefinition of the museum and its mission, ev-

ident in the commitment made by the Museum of Modern Art, in acquiring Gnaw, both

to meet the preservation challenges and to continually remake this work of art. It is again

the readymade, one could argue, that opened the door for a seemingly limitless variety of

manifestations to enter the art museum. The readymade derives from a multiple gesture

involving the act of selection (choosing an object from among many), designation (as a

work of art as well as designation of authorship), and recontextualization. Whereas many

of the objects included in the collections of historical survey museums were recontextual-

ized by their entry into the museum, for contemporary art the museum or gallery space

now dominates as the presumed context, both as a type of physical space and with respect

to institutional conventions. For contemporary works of art that assume the museum or

gallery as a natural context, recontextualization is not something that happens to the work

as a result of the collecting process, but a technique that artists often choose to employ as

a key element of the artistic process.

If the readymade is based on objects redesignated and recontextualized, another vari-

ation is the use of unexpected materials, particularly ones that carry cultural associations

that extend beyond the museum’s walls. Perhaps chocolate is one such material. But in

what context, exactly, might one expect to find a 24-inch cube fashioned from 600 pounds

of chocolate and replete with human bite marks? Perhaps it is exactly the modern art mu-

seum in which one might not be completely surprised by such an unanticipated object, and

might, in that setting, have a context in which to consider its relationship both to the his-

tory of art and to contemporary culture, because of, not despite, the fact that it is presented

under the authority of the name Antoni.

In one recent appearance, Antoni’s Gnaw was shown in the Museum of Modern Art’s

2000 “Open Ends” exhibition, devoted to works in the museum collection from 1960 to

2000. This was the third in a series of collection exhibitions mounted before the midtown

building was to be closed for renovation, and all three were organized according to a group

of broad but not necessarily comprehensive thematic topics. As a group they announced a

concerted break with MoMA’s earlier arrangement of modern art according to a series of

chronologically sequential rooms devoted to different periods and movements. The exhi-



bitions could therefore be read as an institutional response to critiques of linear histories

of style and influence; but another reason for this new arrangement of the history of the

twentieth century can certainly be found in its new culmination not in modernism but in

postmodernism. Furthermore, the individual groupings within “Open Ends” suggested

how difficult, if not impossible, interpreting art according to divisions based on style or

movement has become since 1960. Gnaw was included in the section “Minimalism and Af-

ter,” which, along with “Pop and After,” nodded to the earlier habit of periodization. But

Antoni’s work might just as easily have been included in “Actual Size,” “Matter,” or “One

Thing after Another,” which were also among the exhibition’s eleven arbitrary and often

overlapping categories.

In calling these divisions arbitrary, however, I am not trying to suggest that the mu-

seum capriciously ignored a more coherent or logical model for presenting the art of the

last four decades. One might have begun with pop art, minimalism, earthworks, concep-

tual art, and performance, which are only the more prominent among the movements

identified with little more than a decade in the 1960s and early 1970s. Yet the absurdity of

isolating these tendencies and identifying each with the brief period of its initial formula-

tion and success becomes apparent in the slippage of artists from one designation to an-

other and, even more significantly, in the ongoing production over many decades by artists

identified with these categories. Furthermore, the overturn of the sequential model is al-

ready implied in the museum project itself. The chronological organization, physically em-

bodied in the layout of most survey museums and present in disembodied form in art

history textbooks, is a structure that contains within itself the potential undoing of its logic.

Despite all attempts to guide the visitor or reader through a sequential unfolding, the pos-

sibility of skipping backward or forward in the succession of rooms or chapters yields a

different message, that message being the simultaneous availability of all periods and styles.

And with the increasing number of museums devoted to collecting and exhibiting art of

the present moment, the circularity of reference has further tightened, with art that incor-

porates a response to museum presentation subject to immediate assimilation into that

very context. Moreover, whereas the history of period styles once provided the framework

within which authorship designated the ultimate stylistic unity, now authorship has become

the most significant category even as stylistic unity is no longer one of its requirements.

The daunting situation faced by the artist of the early twenty-first century is one in

which all choices seem possible. If art from the early phase of postmodernism in the 1960s

and 1970s could still be understood according to certain movements or categories, a sec-

ond phase predominant in the 1980s and 1990s has been characterized by artists who have

felt free to pick and choose among the entire range of possibilities established since the late

1950s, pulling apart and recombining elements associated with many different movements.
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In Gnaw alone, for example, Antoni has evoked minimalism in her use of geometric forms,

pop art as well as the earlier readymade with the display case filled with versions of every-

day objects, process art through the emphasis on repetitive action, and various forms of

feminist and body or performance art through the issues raised by the materials and her

action on them. Undoubtedly there are other precedents that could also be identified,

though such a catalogue would hardly suffice to account for the impact of the work.

The freedom to draw from multiple sources can also be seen as a form of pressure,

however, since under these circumstances no artist can escape the obligation of having to

make a series of self-conscious decisions about issues that include format, medium, con-

text, content, appearance, duration, and relationship to precedents, with each read as a

conscious choice and no decision that can be taken as assumed or given. The complexity

of such positioning becomes even more evident when one considers the shifting status of

apparent opposites running through many forms of contemporary art. These linked pairs

include original/copy, performance/document, object/context, high/low, representation/

abstraction, or permanence/transience, with each subject to subtle combinations and

overlays as well as a continuing process of redefinition.

One example of the overlay of apparent opposites is evident in the degree to which

mechanical reproduction is at the core of many artists’ production during the last four

decades, with original works of art made increasingly through processes in which duplica-

tion of the work is controlled not through inherent limits on production (most commonly,

the skill or touch of the artist) but by external limits. The avid collecting of such works

raises the further issue of how art that incorporates a questioning of originality, unique-

ness, artistic skill, touch, longevity, or even materiality can and has been enfolded into a

system of collecting and valuation founded on those very qualities. While the notion of a

postmodern rupture with earlier practices is seductive as a way of describing the turn away

from the unity of medium and form associated with modernism, it does not (even if ac-

cepted) explain the embrace of contemporary art by collecting institutions focused on the

care and preservation of unique works of art. There are also telling parallels between such

art world conventions as the limited edition and broader efforts to limit the proliferation

and thereby insure the value of inherently reproducible forms through legal controls, par-

ticularly copyright legislation, such that some of the changes in the museum’s relationship

to inherently reproducible forms can be connected to larger cultural transformations.

The suspension of presumed contradictions takes place at many levels, with some

only becoming significant in the transition from a work of art’s initial appearance to its

extended life as an object to be preserved, collected, and contextualized as part of a histor-

ical narrative. For at this point a complex process of negotiation begins, as questions arise 



Janine Antoni, Gnaw, 1992: lard
cube after collapse.



about the relationship between documentation and the work itself, for ephemeral works

that range from performances to site-specific installations; about the issue of preservation,

for works made from fragile or unstable materials; and about the definition of what exactly

constitutes the original object, for works that employ forms of reproduction or mass-

produced elements.

So, too, the multiplicity of media employed by artists as well as the prevalence of quo-

tation not only of images but also of effects associated with one medium in another make

clear the absolute impossibility of continuing to categorize according to medium in any

meaningful sense. For example, in the case of paintings that are based on photographs and

other forms of reproduction, or photographs that refer to the conventions of painting, one

can see how the conventions associated with a medium are separable from the medium it-

self. But the fact that the conventions that these artists refer to are in many cases divorced

from the original medium with which they are associated does not mean that such associ-

ations are effaced; rather, they retain traces of their previous histories even as they are rein-

scribed and dissolved into new contexts as part of a complex overlay of conventions. In the

process, the method and materials that the artist selects for creating the work are trans-

formed, so that rather than functioning just as the raw matter or vehicle for the artist’s aes-

thetic expression, the materials themselves generate associations that, together with the

forms into which they are shaped, establish the subject or content of the work of art.

Underlying these various forms of interruption is the issue of temporal discontinuity.

An earlier ideal of unity between form and content presupposed a process of creation in

which decisions about form were inseparable from the act of making the work, with the

work emerging from the studio fully realized and self-sustaining. While retrospective as-

sessments of modernism have found this to be a somewhat illusory unity, it is nonetheless

important to note how multifaceted and varied the repudiation of this ideal has been. For

many works produced in the last four decades, temporal gaps open up at the level of pro-

duction. For others they begin to appear later in the work’s life, as it has to be adjusted or

even remade for a new context. This rift may appear in the very places where spatial and

temporal experiences are the most important, as objects that depend on an unmarked uni-

formity are marked with the signs of age, as performances are known through partial doc-

uments or accounts, and as works initially installed or arranged with the artist’s direct

participation are increasingly interpreted by others.

For works that are completed not in the studio but only at the point of their realization

in an exhibition or performance space, the existence of the work is linked to its public pres-

entation. Attempts to extend the life of such works will give rise to spatial and temporal

shifts for viewers, who may have radically different experiences depending on when and



where the work is encountered. If the physicality of many minimalist works is only com-

pleted by the activation of the surrounding space, then this is a contingent physicality that

ceases to exist when the elements of the work are disassembled for storage, and can be pro-

foundly compromised by a careless or imprecise arrangement of elements. Other gaps can

open up between the work and its documentation, particularly for works that change over

time because of how they are installed or the types of materials used. For site-specific, per-

formance, and a variety of ephemeral works, the documentation provides a limited access

to otherwise distant or inaccessible manifestations. And still other issues of temporality are

raised by the realities of conservation, especially the need to replace decaying elements or

to update works that rely on obsolete technologies. For such works, decision-making be-

comes increasingly nonsynchronous with initial production.

Another key discontinuity arises from the interaction with context, particularly as

artists play with materials, forms, and methods that are closely related to corresponding

examples from nonart realms. However, recontextualization is ultimately more an act of

authorship than of physical transportation. For all the importance of museums and gal-

leries as the spaces in which contemporary art is displayed, the first two of the maneuvers

associated with the readymade—selection and designation—can take place without re-

quiring the third—physical recontextualization—as works executed outside the institu-

tional spaces appear as objects or actions that might be scarcely distinguishable from their

surroundings but are still accepted by those who are aware of their designation as art. The

readymade in particular and recontextualization more generally are possible because of the

play on long-held assumptions about artistic authorship. There is even a body of law,

known generally as moral rights, that speaks to the integrity of the work of art based on the

idea of authorship and the belief that the work of art is more than simply another com-

modity. However, when works of art are made using forms close to or identical with the

realm of objects not defined as art, the designation of authorship may in fact be the only

feature that distinguishes the work of art from any other object.

An earlier approach to the work of art looked to the object itself for evidence about its

aesthetic. For many contemporary forms, however, understanding how a work of art was

realized includes far more than a knowledge of artistic materials and their properties. It is

again the readymade that calls into question both judgment based on aesthetic criteria and

the possibility of assessing a work of art on the basis of internal evidence. Of equal impor-

tance, however, is the widespread acceptance of the plan, derived from conceptual art, that

has facilitated recent developments, with instructions of one kind or another behind many

forms of art produced in the last four decades. In fact, the use of certificates and other es-

sentially administrative procedures for defining the nature and boundaries of the work of
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art has been effective both in the establishment of a market for potentially ephemeral works

and in giving artists a certain freedom from the idea of art-making as the production of

lasting objects. As such documentation is externalized, the physical object may remain

mute in the absence of instructions about how it is meant to address its audience.

Herein lies yet another paradox: on the one hand, the category of authorship for con-

temporary art is one that allows for processes based on administration and delegation of

making; but on the other hand, although the artist’s touch may be less evident in the phys-

ical process of making, the artist’s ongoing presence and decision-making have become

more important for contingent works where the physical boundaries of the piece have to

be reconceived each time it is exhibited. Thus, even if artistic intent has been repudiated as

the basis for critical assessment, it reappears as a determinant of the work’s very form. In

circumstances where the tangible form in which an artist’s expression is communicated to

the viewer may not entirely coincide with the artist’s definition of what constitutes the

work of art, attention to the object itself has to be supplemented or even supplanted by in-

formation about the artist’s conception.

This book takes as both interesting and strange the fact that almost anything can be

and has been called art during the last four decades and addresses the question of how it is

possible to assess this plurality of methods. Given the tremendous heterogeneity of artistic

practices that greeted the beginning of the twenty-first century, it is important to consider

how the definition of a work of art is established, how it is administered over time, and by

what criteria assessments are made in the face of widely divergent forms. Furthermore, the

conflicts that have arisen as works of art have been collected or presented to the public

point to the nonsynchronous evolution of ideas about how the work of art is defined or

constituted. The goal is therefore not a comprehensive history, proceeding in orderly fash-

ion through movements and decades. Instead, the examples have been chosen to draw out

connections across different artistic practices of the last four decades, with particular at-

tention to how characteristics and methods associated with movements that originated in

the 1960s and 1970s have subsequently become part of a far less sharply differentiated se-

ries of options taken up and recombined by succeeding generations of artists. This book

explores the situation by focusing on the intersecting issues of authorship, reproduction,

context, and temporality as they reverberate through artistic practices of the last four

decades of the twentieth century.
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I remember very clearly the drama of my third visit to the Dia Center exhibition of Richard

Serra’s Torqued Ellipses. The space was completely taken over by three large volumes

formed from curved sheets of steel that tilted both inward and outward to varying degrees

and according to different rhythms. On two earlier occasions, once by myself and once

with a group of students, I had walked around the exterior and interior of each of the three

forms in turn. The constantly shifting incline of their twelve- or thirteen-foot-high walls of

steel induced a feeling close to vertigo, and in the Double Torqued Ellipse the sense of being

kept off balance was even more pronounced within the narrow passageway established be-

tween the exterior and the second set of plates that formed an inner enclosure. In the strong

light pouring down from above, the unfolding experience of the different spaces was com-

pletely linked to the materiality and varying tonalities of the rusting surfaces of the steel,

surfaces that were unavoidable as they closed in around anyone willing to enter the quiet

menace of the heavy forms.

It was with the anticipation of a repeat encounter that I stopped in at the end of a sub-

sequent trip to Chelsea. Since my previous visits had taken place in the middle of the day,

I had not noted the absence of artificial lights in the space. But my perception of the work

changed dramatically when the illumination from the skylights faded. As the room

dimmed, surface, color, and detail were taken out of the equation, to be replaced by the

overall apprehension of masses, darkly silhouetted in the remaining light, enclosing am-

biguous interior spaces. So dramatic was this transformation that the Torqued Ellipses I was

experiencing could have been a different work.

No work of art is immune to the circumstances of its presentation. Nor is it an un-

common experience to find some new quality or detail in a work of art that one has seen

many times. Part of the power of works of art that bring one back time and again is that 



Richard Serra, Torqued Ellipse I,
Torqued Ellipse II, both 1996, and
Double Torqued Ellipse, 1997. 
Weatherproof steel, overall dimen-
sions 12' × 29' × 20' 5", 13' 1" × 29' 11"
× 20' 7", and 13' 1" × 33' 6" × 27' 1".
Installation at the Dia Center for the
Arts, New York. Courtesy the artist.



surprise in the midst of the familiar. But the degree to which the surrounding environment

frames this work establishes a form of contingency that can have a profound impact on

how the work is understood. Nor is it just the object and the surrounding space that are in

play, because the other actor is the viewer, mobile and experiencing the work as a series of

unfolding encounters. The body is thus present, not as sculptural representation, but

rather in the person of the spectator whose movement through space is framed and marked

by abstract form.1

Although Serra’s emphasis on materials and process as well as the complexity of his

forms move his work away from some of the characteristics identified with minimalism,

both frame an experience of space and time in which one’s visual perception of the work

cannot be separated from one’s bodily understanding of its presence. The focus on the en-

tire experience generated by the work was critically articulated in response to the relatively

simple shapes that one finds in the work of Donald Judd, Carl Andre, and, for a period,

Robert Morris, or the arrangements of standardized fluorescent fixtures by Dan Flavin. The

literal shape of the minimalist object depended on the use of industrial means of produc-

tion, the creation of objects based on simple geometric forms conceived in advance of their

realization, the incorporation of the copy in the creation of work based on repetition or se-

rial forms, and the use of prefabricated units like bricks or fluorescent fixtures. This use of

standardized industrial materials and forms contributed to the nonart look that Michael

Fried aptly described in his classic condemnation of minimalism’s theatricality, while

many of the same qualities were read by Rosalind Krauss as a powerful activation of exte-

riority and the phenomenological unfolding of the viewer’s experience in time and space.2

One reason why every nuance of the intersection between object, surrounding space,

and viewer’s experience takes on such importance is that so much has been excluded from

the work. The “cool” quality that early critics found in minimalism came from the smooth,

untouched surfaces of these simple shapes. The deceptive simplicity that inspired the label

of minimalism—which stuck over the objections of the artists—led some to focus on ideal

form at the expense of the specific material realization. What the work excludes is evidence

of the artist, of an author’s touch in its formation. In his retrospective assessment of this

tendency, however, Hal Foster has argued against readings of minimalism as ideal form,

insisting on the importance of distinguishing between “the purity of conception” and “the

contingency of perception.”3 Foster, citing Roland Barthes, links this death of the author

to the birth of the viewer.4 Douglas Crimp makes a similar argument, attributing the im-

portance of the spectator to minimalism’s “attack on the prestige of both artist and art-

work.”5 The degree to which traditional markers of the artist’s presence have been

removed from the minimalist work can be connected to significant features of authorship
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described by Michel Foucault as a system of classification based on the use of the author’s

name to designate and differentiate among works.6

However, it is around the function of authorship that the issues become more com-

plicated. On the one hand there is the removal of evidence of authorship in minimalism’s

seemingly untouched surfaces; and this withdrawal of touch was not just an effect, given

the widespread use of fabricators and ready-made components. Yet the long-term history

of this work tells another story about authorship, one concerning the artist’s ongoing con-

nection to the work, expressed in efforts to control context and placement. This history in-

cludes an often built-in legal requirement for collectors and institutions to consult the

artists on issues ranging from placement to replacement of parts, and one of its expressions

is the use of written contracts, certificates, and other forms of instruction to accompany

the work. Read in this light, minimalism’s history subsequent to its initial appearance—

the story of its success with collectors and institutions—requires an analysis of the inter-

section of authorship and ownership.

Over a work’s history, decisions about how it will be presented necessarily determine

the spectator’s experiential understanding of it. In the case of work made from unfixed or

changeable elements, interpretation is not simply a matter of a possibly varied response to

an essentially stable physical object; instead, a prior stage of interpretation can have dra-

matic implications for the configuration of the object to be perceived. Furthermore, the

process of interpretation that shapes decisions about display as well as long-term care and

preservation is frequently presented as a reading of artistic intent—a reading based on as-

sumptions about the artist’s common practice as well as written statements and related

documentation. Over the life of a work, questions about display and preservation require

an interpretation of exactly what constitutes the work and who is authorized to make de-

cisions that will shape how it is received. The answers are not necessarily obvious for works

that depend on establishing a specific relationship to ever-changing conditions.

My third experience of Torqued Ellipses constituted a dramatic change. Though neither

the materiality of the work nor its placement within the surrounding physical space were

altered, the shift in lighting created radically different viewing conditions. But what hap-

pens if the object itself is also contingent, subject to shifts in material or configuration over

time? “A beam on its end is not the same as the same beam on its side,” wrote Morris in his

“Notes on Sculpture.”7 Morris explored this idea in the mid-sixties with simple straight or

L-shaped beams shown simultaneously in different orientations, and in several exhibitions

where he introduced daily change as part of his plan for groupings of rectangular and

wedge-shaped forms or, slightly later, a room piled with thread waste. At other times, the

materials will alter over time, whether such change is desired or not, and the experience of



the work will be transformed by differences in the work’s appearance. While the dramatic

yellowing of Eva Hesse’s works in fiberglass and the brittle discoloration or complete decay

of those made from latex may have been predictable, the consequences have been extreme

for the ongoing appreciation of the work. Yet even these examples involve demonstrable

changes to the physical object. An object that is not self-contained but depends on its rela-

tion to the surrounding space can be subject to more ambiguous changes from shifts in the

relationship of components to one another or to their environment.

Judd’s famous description of composition based on “one thing after another” found

its articulation in serial progressions that are sometimes physically linked, and at other

times are made up of independent units that only come together in the moment of their

exhibition and essentially cease to function as a work of art when not arranged for display.8

While it may be difficult to see and therefore appreciate a painting when it has been badly

lit, one doesn’t tend to think that the object itself has changed, whereas works involving

components arrayed on the floor or walls of a room depend on their arrangement for their

impact on a viewer. How much compromise or deviation is allowed, then, before the re-

sult is a failure of the work, or of authorship? The rearrangement of components could

constitute a new work, or simply no work, when their layout diverges from the one estab-

lished by the artist.

Work that is dependent on its context is in a certain sense not finished until it is actu-

ally on exhibition. Nor is it definitively set just because it has been exhibited and even sold.

The issues surrounding the future of a work of art may not be of much concern the first

time the work is exhibited, particularly if the artist is only just becoming known and col-

lected. It is only with the establishment of a market for their work that artists are forced to

concern themselves with the life of the work over time, as it enters situations that the artist

did not select and may not be able to control. Given the degree of interconnection between

the minimal object and its physical space, perhaps it should not be surprising that minimal

art has seen some of the more vigorously argued confrontations between artists and other

individuals or institutions over the collecting and display of their work. The embrace of

such works by collectors and museums brings up not only the importance of placement in

relation to a space, but also conservation issues involving the possible exchange or re-

placement of elements. The sale of works on the basis of plans raises even more funda-

mental issues about the extent to which the artist is willing to delegate decisions about the

work’s realization. The potential malleability of the relationship between object and envi-

ronment, or, at a more basic level, the question of who is authorized to realize a work,

forces consideration of how much long-term control artists can continue to exercise over

the conditions of display for their works, and by what means they retain that control. The
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absence of the artist’s hand or touch also has a corollary in a greater emphasis on exterior

evidence of the work’s authenticity. The externalization of evidence both of artistic intent

and of authenticity gives rise to a somewhat paradoxical situation, in which the long-term

existence of this physically commanding work turns on issues of language.

The deployment of language is not necessarily surprising, given the degree to which the

artists associated with minimalism were active in the critical discourse of the period. In fact,

Fried opened his attack on minimalism’s theatricality by declaring the work “largely ideo-

logical,” an enterprise that “seeks to declare and occupy a position—one that can be for-

mulated in words, and in fact has been formulated by some of its leading practitioners.”9

Somewhat later, Craig Owens ascribed a less secondary role to statements that used lan-

guage not as description, but in ways that paralleled the constructed aspect of the work.10

Language is also implied in the connection to the enunciative statement “this is art” that

Thierry de Duve has posited as a condition of the readymade.11

Many of the significant documents, however, lack the visibility of the artists’ published

statements, necessitating a consideration of the institutional conventions through which

claims of authorship for serially fabricated works are secured and administered. The lan-

guage of instructions, certificates, and contracts may seem to have little relevance for the

experience of a work of art; yet the passage of time only increases the importance of this in-

terpretation that generally takes place out of sight. Seemingly, a certificate of authenticity

issued by an artist would be secondary to the object being so described. In fact, such con-

ventions became central to conceptual art, with an early example in Mel Bochner’s “Work-

ing Drawings and Other Visible Things on Paper Not Necessarily Meant to Be Viewed as

Art,” a 1966 exhibition he curated for the School of Visual Arts Gallery in New York. The

installation consisted of four binders filled with photocopies of preparatory drawings,

plans, proposals, and even receipts solicited from artists, architects, composers, and oth-

ers. Although Bochner’s title left the status of these documents open, his inclusion of draw-

ings and other material from artists who made use of outside fabricators in the production

of their work was an early indication of a point of intersection between issues of produc-

tion for artists associated with minimalism and questions concerning the nature of the

work that would be raised by conceptual artists.12 It was precisely an “aesthetic of linguis-

tic conventions and legalistic arrangements,” Benjamin Buchloh has argued, that distin-

guished conceptual art from the “aesthetic of production and consumption” he identifies

as characteristic of pop art and minimalism.13 The question that has to be examined, then,

is what the implications are when these conventions also function as underlying conditions

in the production and marketability of minimal art.

To what extent is the idea separable from its specific material expression, and how

much latitude can there be in the material object for it to constitute an expression of that



idea? Does the work of authorship lie in the material object, or in the plans and instruc-

tions for its realization? If the artist has the power to declare an object to be a work of art,

to what extent does the artist have the power to revise that declaration, and to what extent

is that power of declaration transferred with the sale of the work? These considerations are

typically the province of conceptual rather than minimal art. Nonetheless the relatively

disembodied realms of written words and diagrams are enmeshed with work that is about

a particular kind of physical experience. No single answer can be given to the question of

where the “work” resides, since the answers vary, even within the approach taken by indi-

vidual artists. One way to start to consider the nature of this form of authorship, however,

is in the moments when it has become contested.

The withdrawal of authorship as a form of protest was Andre’s response to a series of

decisions by the Whitney Museum following the museum’s request to borrow Andre’s 1975

Twelfth Copper Corner for its 1976 exhibition “200 Years of American Sculpture.” The

piece, at the time still owned by Andre, was one of a series consisting of 50 cm x 50 cm cop-

per plates set into the corner of a room in descending rows such that the overall shape is a

right triangle with a jagged-edge hypotenuse. Because the plates extend only 0.5 cm above

the height of the floor, the work is sculptural due to its orientation rather than its actual

volume. It is a work that requires a particular kind of space as well as arrangement, and in

relation to the verticality of the spectator the work takes control not only of the floor, but

also of the column of space that extends above the array of plates. For the exhibition at the

Whitney, Andre initially participated in the selection of a space within the galleries. Later,

however, the work was moved from the location he had chosen to a corner where it had to

compete with a window and an emergency exit door, and Andre withdrew the loan. The

Whitney then replaced the withdrawn piece with a work from the permanent collection,

Andre’s 1975 Twenty-Ninth Copper Cardinal, which also consisted of an arrangement of

plates, in this case a row of units determined by a cardinal number extending out from a

wall. The museum, however, decided to install the work with a rubber mat underneath in

order to compensate for the uneven flagstone floor on which it was placed.14

For most works of art, the placement of a work that an artist no longer owns is gener-

ally assumed to be outside the artist’s control. However, the arrangement of elements is an

integral part of Andre’s work. Presumably the collectors and institutions that own his work

also understand that the effect of the work depends on its placement within the space of the

room, with no pedestal or platform separating the work from the viewer. But for Andre, to

interpose any material between the work and the floor was also a transgression. Andre’s 

response was to offer to buy back the Whitney’s work for $26,000, one thousand more than

the purchase price. After this tender was rejected, he reduced his offer to 70 cents per

pound for the scrap metal, and he mounted a counterexhibition at 355 West Broadway in 
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Carl Andre, Twelfth Copper Corner,
1975. Copper, 78 units, 3⁄16" × 195⁄8" ×
195⁄8" each, 3⁄16" × 19' 8" × 19' 8" over-
all. Courtesy Paula Cooper Gallery,
New York.



Carl Andre, Equivalents I–VIII, 1966.
Sand-lime brick. Installation at 
Tibor de Nagy Gallery, New York,
1966. Courtesy Paula Cooper
Gallery, New York.



which he displayed not only the Twelfth Copper Corner but also a competing version of the

Twenty-Ninth Copper Cardinal that he designated as the original, “liberated,” as the invi-

tation declared, “from property bondage.”15

The Whitney embraced Andre’s initial designation and arrangement of the industri-

ally produced elements, but resolutely ignored his redesignation of authorship to another

physical object. Apparently not doubting the permanence of its title to the work, the mu-

seum continues to list the work as part of the collection. Perhaps the curators simply did

not doubt the work’s continuous material existence. Yet the piece is also included, without

any obvious irony, in a subsequent catalogue of collection works entitled Immaterial Ob-

jects. While the catalogue does not make any reference to the controversy, it does repro-

duce the certificate Andre provided with the work.16 These sheets, standardized by Andre,

record basic factual information about a work’s specifications and history that could be

misconstrued as a kind of recipe were they not clearly secondary to the object. In this sense,

the Whitney has used one statement by the artist, a piece of paper by which he confirmed

this particular group of metal plates to be the work, in order to refute other subsequent

declarations by Andre. The publication of the certificate alongside the installation photo-

graphs suggests that it is the museum’s possession of the original sheet of paper, as much

as the original metal plates, through which they affirm their ownership of a work of art

rather than a pile of scrap metal.

In 1976 a controversy also erupted in England when the press found out about the Tate

Gallery’s purchase of Andre’s Equivalent VIII. The work that the Tate had acquired in 1972

was one of eight rectangular configurations made from 120 bricks layered two deep. The

original group of Equivalents comprised Andre’s second solo show in New York in 1966,

and their arrangement, dispersed across the space of the gallery with room to walk in be-

tween, was an early example of Andre’s use of relatively horizontal forms to take control of

an environment. What drew the attention of the British press, however, was the fact that

the Tate had spent a large sum of money on an arrangement of bricks and, additionally,

that the bricks which constituted the work when it was sold to the Tate were not the same

bricks that Andre had used when he first made the work.17 While the logic of the piece was

based on a standardized unit that could be readily replaced, such lack of concern for the

specific physical object nonetheless goes against long-held assumptions about the work of

art. It is therefore telling that catalogues of Andre’s work give two dates for Equivalents

I–VI and VIII: “New York 1966 (destroyed) / New York 1969 (remade),” putting into art-

historical language the fact that replacement bricks were used for all but Equivalent VII.18

A rather different impulse seems to have motivated the creation of yet another version

of Equivalents. In 1995 the Gagosian Gallery exhibited a re-creation of the work under the



title Sand-Lime Instar, and the 1969 date dropped away in the listing “destroyed 1966 / re-

made 1995.” The gallery provided several justifications for yet another remake of a work

that had already been made, remade, and sold. One reason was the dispersal of the earlier

elements, and another, surprisingly, was the fact that the second version had actually not

been made from the right bricks, since Andre had bought firebricks in 1969 rather than

the sand-lime bricks used in the original: “All but one of the original Equivalents were

destroyed; the others were remade in firebrick in 1969. These works have been dispersed.

Sand-Lime Instar is thus the final Equivalent, the ninth ‘work’: the installation itself.”19

Where the bricks were initially treated as interchangeable, arguments for the later version

invoke claims of strict historical accuracy. But the wrong bricks also have a certain prior-

ity, since they were authorized by the artist at a time close to the work’s inception. Perhaps

the more important issue was the difficulty that the scattering of elements would have pre-

sented to organizers of a 1996 retrospective where the work was exhibited. Hesse regretted

a similar decision to disperse the units that made up her 1968 Sans II, a fiberglass relief

made from double rows of shallow boxes that presents a purposely eccentric version of

minimal repetition. In Hesse’s case, not only was her largest work separated, but because

of its dispersal the fiberglass units have subsequently yellowed at varying rates—with the

differences in their relative condition all too evident when they appeared reunited in the

2002 retrospective of Hesse’s work.20 The inconsistency in the bricks used for the eight dis-

persed Equivalents would have meant that their reunion would be marred by a conceptual

inconsistency in some respects more acute than differences in condition. Regardless of its

accuracy, however, the recent re-creation would be no more than a replica were it not for

the artist’s renewed assertion of authorship.

The history of art is filled with examples of artists who return to and reinterpret their

earlier ideas. The question, then, is what constitutes the difference between a reinterpreta-

tion and a simple repetition. Art world customs driven by a market based on rarity insist

on the distinction between a unique work and work produced in an edition. The conven-

tion of the limited edition developed in response to the inherent multiplicity of mechani-

cal reproduction, as opposed to the assumed uniqueness of the hand-painted original. For

works that could, seemingly, be duplicated, the artist’s authorization provides the most

significant differentiation or limit on production. Given the market imperative to control

multiple copies, the existence of more than one authorized version of a work can have sig-

nificant consequences.

In an unusual instance involving a hand-painted original that was also a copy, Frank

Stella was taken to court by collectors Donald and Lynn Factor when they learned of an-

other version of Stella’s 1960 Marquis de Portago. The work was part of Stella’s first series 
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of shaped canvases, painted with aluminum paint on notched rectangular supports. The

combined effect of their shaped surfaces, relatively deep stretchers, and the industrial alu-

minum paint used for their parallel stripes is the elimination of traces of illusionism in the

work.21 Furthermore, the paintings are necessarily conceived in advance of their execution,

and this absolute unity of composition and support contributed to Judd’s inclusion of

Stella in his description of “Specific Objects” that he praised for being “neither painting

nor sculpture.”22

It was the existence of another version of Marquis de Portago that the Factors blamed

when the reserve on the painting was lowered from $35,000 to $15,000 when it was put up

for auction in 1970 (where it sold for $17,000). The painting that the Factors purchased was

actually the second version of the work, done in a lighter aluminum paint. Stella painted

two versions each of his first three aluminum paintings, using an identical format but

changing from a darker to the slightly lighter shade that he then used for the remainder of

the eight configurations in the series. But the history of the Factors’ painting was still more

complicated. Their work was damaged in 1964, and Stella agreed to repaint it, which he did

in 1965 using a third type of paint. Caroline Jones quotes Stella to the effect that “people in

California are only interested in perfection” as the reason why he completely repainted the

work.23 The Factors returned the damaged work to Stella, and they believed that it was their

work, subsequently restored, that was in the collection of Carter Burden. Although Stella

did eventually restore and sell the second version of the painting, the work in Burden’s col-

lection was the first version. In deciding the Stella case, the court found that “an artist has

a duty to a purchaser of his work to inform the purchaser of the existence of a duplicate

work which would materially affect the value or marketability of the purchased work.” The

other complications, however, led the judge to conclude that there was no evidence that

the value of the work had been compromised, and therefore to decide in favor of Stella on

the question of damages.24

Stella obviously painted the copy of his own work without intending to emphasize the

paradox that Robert Rauschenberg made the subject of his play on the repetition of the ap-

parently spontaneous gesture in his 1957 Factum I and Factum II, but what is interesting is

that they were perceived by the collectors as being sufficiently similar in plan that the differ-

ent versions were merely repetitions of one another rather than different interpretations

by the artist. In response to a question posed by Bruce Glaser, Stella addressed the process

of interpretation involved in moving from a plan to a painting: “A diagram is not a paint-

ing; it’s as simple as that. I can make a painting from a diagram, but can you?”25 The re-

painted version that became the source of contention does look quite different from the

first version. The fact that the third version of the work was painted with the type of metallic
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paint that Stella was using in 1965 also shows how his own interpretation of the diagram

changed over time, so that rather than being a duplicate of a work based on the same com-

position, it was a new interpretation of that idea based on the artist’s shifting aesthetic con-

cerns. These questions about how much one interpretation of a composition might differ

from the next, and the potential separation between plan and execution, took yet another

peculiar twist when Stella’s work became the subject of a pseudonymous parody article en-

titled “The Fake as More,” included in Gregory Battcock’s 1973 Idea Art, concerning copies

of Stella’s work by the imaginary artist Hank Herron described as identical to Stella’s orig-

inals in appearance, yet entirely different in content.26

Works produced by methods that employ rather than simply suggest industrial man-

ufacture may be accompanied by written confirmation of the work’s authenticity and

uniqueness. The history of a work—its provenance—has long provided important evi-

dence of authenticity, even for works that bear marks of the artist’s hand. As internal or

material evidence of a work’s history is lessened, however, external measures are increas-

ingly important. For Giuseppe Panza, the Italian collector who amassed a significant col-

lection of postwar American art particularly notable for the minimal and conceptual works

that he purchased early and often in great depth, issues of documentation were especially

crucial. The importance of these documents was later highlighted both by his public dis-

agreements with several artists represented in his collection and by questions about the sta-

tus of some of the works included in the sale of his extensive collection of minimal and

conceptual art to the Guggenheim Museum. It was not just a matter of having certificates

to substantiate the authenticity of objects that did not carry evident traces of authorship;

in a number of instances the piece of paper was the only evidence of Panza’s possession of

the work.

Panza’s collecting habits give new meaning to the description “works on paper,” since

many of the works in his collection were acquired on the basis of plans rather than extant

physical objects. Panza’s archives, now housed in the Special Collections division of the li-

brary of the Getty Research Institute, are filled with various examples of certificates and

agreements and with the traces of his efforts to secure such documentation. While such

certificates and other forms of authentication are increasingly used, they are much more

rarely reproduced. The publications and documents surrounding Panza’s collection pro-

vide the most revealing window onto such practices. In addition to charting Panza’s own

growing concern for this documentation, his archives also reveal some of the steps taken

by artists in his collection to organize and regularize their own use of such documents.

Panza’s resolve to have documentation certifying the works in his collection was

clearly strengthened by an early incident involving Bruce Nauman’s projects for various



types of installations. In a 1971 letter, Douglas Christmas of Ace Gallery made passing ref-

erence to plans for two versions of Nauman’s installations, one for the North American

market and one for Europe. Panza responded to this information with urgent letters to

Nauman’s galleries and Nauman himself expressing alarm at the idea that he did not have

exclusive rights in the works he had purchased in the form of plans. The result was a deci-

sion by Nauman’s dealers not to pursue the sale of multiple versions, and assurances from

Leo Castelli that all of the works Panza had purchased would remain unique. The Castelli

Gallery also provided Panza with certificates for several works in the form of photographic

documentation signed on the back by the artist.27

Starting in 1974, however, Nauman also signed a series of typed certificates for the in-

stallations that Panza had already purchased in plan, with the main provisions contained in

three sentences that declare Panza to be the owner of the work, that entitle him to realize

and to assign the right to realize the work, and that guarantee the following: “I certify that

the above work is my original and unique creation, and I undertake not to do, realize, sell,

or authorize the same work.” (In fact Nauman canceled out the last five words of the state-

ment, which originally called on the artist to make a remarkably broad promise to Panza:

“I certify that the above work is my original and unique creation, and I undertake not to

do, realize, sell, or authorize the same work and or of similar work.”)28 The language of the

certificate would therefore ensure that Nauman would not authorize competing versions

of works that Panza had bought as the right to realize a particular constructed configura-

tion. Nauman generally added provisions requiring his approval for reconstructions, and

specifying that the original drawing had to accompany the work. There are also important

distinctions within Nauman’s work regarding what can and cannot be replicated. The in-

stallations sold as plans allow for a certain amount of latitude with respect to exterior sup-

port in situations where the significant experience is the interior space. For the neon pieces,

an actual object does change hands, but the fragile originals can be represented by exhibi-

tion copies as long as those duplicates are then destroyed. Many of his other works exist as

unique objects that cannot be replicated.29

The vicissitudes of the Panza collection provide a telling demonstration of what can

happen in the gap between plan and execution when the collector’s conception of the work

is shaped by conceptual practices. If, as Buchloh has suggested, many developments in 

conceptual art can be traced to the minimalist artists chosen as reference points, it is also

important to consider how readings of minimalism have been subtly shifted by the subse-

quent intervention of conceptual practices. Part of the tension inherent in Panza’s ap-

proach emanated from his insistence on relying on linguistic and legal conventions to

frame his understanding of works while the artist remained committed to the material 
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object. A collector who takes over the production of the work may shape the work in

strange and unexpected ways, as Panza’s conflicts with Judd, Andre, and Flavin demon-

strate. Flavin protested when a number of his large-scale works were reconstructed with-

out his knowledge or participation for a 1988 exhibition of the Panza collection at the

Centro de Arte Reina Sofía in Madrid. The most publicized, however, were Andre’s and es-

pecially Judd’s denunciations of the 1989 Ace Gallery reconstructions, with which I opened

this book.

What could have made Panza think it was acceptable for him to authorize these re-

constructions? While it does indeed seem unusual that he should have taken such a liberty,

an examination of his collection archives reveals the equally extraordinary fact that Judd

signed a series of certificates that did grant Panza remarkably broad authority over the

works by Judd in his collection—far greater authority than he was given by Nauman’s

agreements or those of many other artists in his collection. The emphasis on plan also high-

lights a form of temporality different from the kind described by the experiential reading

of minimalism: namely, the temporal gap between idea and realization. The delay between

the drawing of a diagram and the execution of an object by industrial fabricators, in the

case of Judd, or the acquisition of specific fluorescent fixtures, in the case of Flavin, was ini-

tially not a significant consideration. Judd was forced to spread out the production of many

of his early works simply because he could not afford to have all his ideas fabricated at once.

But Panza’s acquisition of plans that he did not immediately have realized became the

source of increasing tensions.

Pieces that Panza collected in his version of works on paper included installations that

had already been realized for temporary exhibitions and then disassembled or destroyed,

and planned works that had yet to be realized. Shipping the idea rather than the object was

in many cases a convenience that saved Panza transportation and storage costs as well as

the import taxes assessed for physically extant works of art. Purchasing what he termed

projects also allowed him to acquire larger-scale examples than would otherwise have been

practical to collect, including installations that would have to be adjusted for their partic-

ular site when realized. Throughout the time he was collecting minimal and conceptual art

Panza was constantly thinking in terms of finding a museum for his collection, so that he

was buying not just for his own villa at Varese but with the idea of a much larger-scale mu-

seum project that was continually deferred. For this reason, Panza was in no particular

hurry to realize many of the works he had purchased in the form of plans, particularly those

that would need to be specific to the dimension of their site.

The ad that Judd took out in Art in America to disclaim authorship in the re-creation

Panza authorized at Ace Gallery was the public eruption of tensions that had been sim-



mering between the artist and the collector for much of the 1980s. Their origins can be

traced back even further, to two large purchases comprising a total of fourteen large-scale

works by Judd that Panza made in 1974–1975 through the Castelli Gallery. A number of the

works had already been exhibited, and two are noted as existing in other versions. Nonethe-

less, the letters of agreement covering the works, drawn up in 1974 and signed by Judd in

May of 1975, indicate that all were sold to Panza in the form of plans for works to be fabri-

cated at Panza’s expense. The purchase included three rows of boxes, two to be made from

wood and one from steel, one galvanized iron and one brass wall of boxes, two aluminum

tubes, and a number of room installations. These installations were described as two ply-

wood wall pieces that had first been shown at the Lisson Gallery, London, in 1974, a galva-

nized iron wall, a double steel wall open, another steel wall, a double copper wall closed,

and a single steel wall bent. All of the large-scale works would incorporate the walls of the

spaces in which they were realized, and in fact Panza built only one such work, the untitled

installation catalogued by Panza as Galvanized Iron Wall that became the subject of the

controversial Ace Gallery exhibition.

It was around the time of this major purchase that Panza was increasing his efforts to

get certificates and other documentation for the work in his collection. In 1975 and 1976

Judd signed a series of certificates that were remarkably broad in the latitude granted to

Panza. These certificates covered not only works sold as plans, but Panza’s earlier pur-

chases of realized works by Judd that had been shipped to Italy in the traditional fashion.

For Judd’s works that already existed, key provisions included assigning Panza and his suc-

cessors the right to reconstruct the work in the event that it was dismantled, destroyed,

stolen, or lost, as long as instructions and documentation provided by Judd were followed

and either he or his estate was notified; provisions for temporary exhibition copies, as long

as the temporary copy was destroyed after the exhibition; and, most astonishingly, the

right to recreate the work to save expense and difficulty in transportation as long as the

original was then destroyed. Further conditions included the owner’s right to request

the artist’s approval for such reconstructions (though with the further proviso that such

approval was not necessary as long as the work was realized according to specifications)

and the artist’s declaration that the work was original and unique. On the majority of the

certificates for extant works, the sole exception noted by Judd was the limitation that the

pieces should be remade only by Bernstein Brothers (Judd’s usual fabricator for works in

metal). Many of the files for extant works also contain blueprints prepared in Italy at

Panza’s behest, and some of these are also signed by Judd, again with the Bernstein limita-

tion noted. The certificates for not yet constructed works are equally inclusive in the rights
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granted to Panza to make and remake the works, with relatively limited exceptions noted

by Judd for certain of the pieces.30

“Panza is not a very good artist” was Judd’s angry condemnation in a multipart man-

ifesto he published in 1990 denouncing the works that Panza had fabricated.31 But in the

mid-1970s it apparently did not occur to Judd that in selling works not yet realized he could

in effect be assigning his right as an artist to author his own work. The language of the cer-

tificates is at the heart of the subsequent dispute. Rather than establishing an understand-

ing between artist and collector, they laid the groundwork for future misunderstandings

when Panza began to exercise the substantial authority over the work that they granted.

Perhaps it was precisely because he did not think of his work in conceptual terms that Judd

did not consider the implications of the language in the contractlike certificates he en-

dorsed. Robert Morris signed similar agreements, but for Morris the provisions had a cer-

tain logic, since the remaking of the works for different exhibitions had been part of his

process for a number of the works Panza purchased. Other artists were more cautious

about the language of the certificates or agreements they provided.

Panza’s extensive records for the works in his collection are filled with the traces of an

ongoing series of negotiations and requests between 1975 and 1980. Some of the requests

were from Panza, asking for further clarification about works or requesting permission to

make substitutions. Other correspondence from Judd or his representatives concerned

specific questions about fabrication and suggests some degree of flexibility during the first

few years after the purchase of the planned works. Panza apparently asked Judd about sub-

stituting wood for a piece bought as an aluminum tube with a parallelogram inside, since

Judd, in a November 1976 letter, told Panza that it had to be metal and asked whether he

was sure that the required aluminum sheets were not available as a special order. Further

correspondence indicates that Judd eventually agreed to substitute hot-rolled steel for this

and another work described as a straight single tube. A 1979 purchase order prepared for

Panza and signed by Dudley Del Balso, Judd’s assistant, appears to confirm the substitu-

tion of hot-rolled steel for the tube with the parallelogram inside; and the file for the single

straight tube, a work that was fabricated by Panza, contains copies of drawings by Judd

specifying construction details for both the aluminum and the hot-rolled steel versions.32

The works fabricated by Panza demonstrate the importance of subtle shifts in mate-

rials and methods as well as the degree to which Judd’s conception of an accurate rendition

of the work differed from Panza’s. Variations on different themes appear throughout Judd’s

career, with the cantilevered stacks, rows of boxes, and horizontal progressions shifting

scale and changing color and material. Judd considered each of these variants a different

work (as opposed to those works that he created in identical editions). Furthermore, a



number of the works Panza purchased were very open-ended indeed, with the dimensions

or number of units not yet set at the time of their purchase, so they could not be realized

until Judd finished conceiving the work. Panza’s request to change materials is in one sense

consistent with Judd’s own production of variants, but in another sense is highly unusual,

since for Judd these variations constitute different works. Panza’s collection included, for

example, a 1971 row of eight 48 x 48 x 48-inch boxes made from cold-rolled steel and

painted with orange enamel that was identical in material, scale, and configuration to a

1967 work painted in burnt sienna enamel in another collection.33

In a 1971 interview, Judd described the form of his work as “given in advance.”34 There

is a suggestive echo of the process Sol LeWitt outlined in his 1967 “Paragraphs on Concep-

tual Art”: “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 be-

comes the machine that makes the art.”35 LeWitt’s use of simple, modular forms and the

relative neutrality of white or sometimes black paint for his cube constructions reflected

his desire to allow the viewer to apprehend the idea that generated the construction. The
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ideas for Judd’s works tended to be even more basic than those of LeWitt, consisting of the

repetition of identical forms or simple mathematical progressions that he realized in a va-

riety of materials and sizes. But Judd’s motivation for advance planning was not an em-

phasis on concept or idea; rather, his goal was to achieve a sense of unity, so that “it doesn’t

look as if it is just done part by part visually.”36 For all that he was farming out production,

he still assumed that he would be involved with decision-making over its course and would

give final approval only on the basis of the realized work. “Even if you plan the thing com-

pletely ahead of time, you still don’t know what it looks like until it’s right there,” Judd told

Glaser in 1964. “You may turn out to be totally wrong once you have gone to all the trouble

of building this thing.”37 The initial sketch was simply that, to be followed by a more de-

tailed plan for realization, sometimes in consultation with his fabricators.

Judd had the opportunity to see the examples of his work fabricated under Panza’s di-

rection during a visit to Varese in the summer of 1980, and the result was an extensive let-

ter written on Judd’s behalf by James Dearing, another of his assistants, outlining Judd’s

concerns. The letter contains instructions to change the overly shiny screws in the plywood

pieces and expresses concern about the roughness of the metal in a steel tube and a group of

Donald Judd, Untitled, 1971. Orange
enamel on cold-rolled steel, eight
units 48" × 48" × 48" each, 468"
long overall. Solomon R. Guggen-
heim Museum, New York, Panza
Collection, 1991. Art © Donald Judd
Foundation / licensed by VAGA,
New York. Photo © The Solomon R.
Guggenheim Museum Foundation,
New York.



eight steel boxes. It also addresses the only large-scale installation realized by Panza, the wall

made from galvanized iron, which was installed in a room with an uneven, sloping floor

that Judd reportedly felt detracted from the piece. The suggested solutions include adding

a second wall, thereby transforming the work into a new piece, or removing it entirely and

exchanging it for a completely different piece to be made for the room—a trade that would

involve no new purchase price, but would require Panza to pay for fabrication of the new

work. Dearing also reiterated the importance of Judd’s final approval for all installations.38

Judd was also concerned about questions of permanence for his site-specific works.

The issue came up even before the Ace Gallery incident, when Panza loaned one of the

works he had not yet realized to the Los Angeles Museum of Contemporary Art’s 1983

“First Show.” Judd insisted that Peter Ballantine, his usual carpenter for works in plywood,

be hired to realize the MOCA installation, and was then disturbed when Panza wanted the

piece to be unrealized at the end of the show: “We wrote to Panza that the work at MOCA

existed, finally, and that if it was destroyed, it was destroyed. Panza thought, as always, that

the work could be made over again for another space of different dimensions. Forever and

forever.”39 Apparently Panza had not expected his purchase to be depleted by a single real-

ization for a temporary exhibition. Yet it is also not clear how Judd went about deciding

the exact number of times a piece could be realized, since the plywood piece installed at

MOCA was already a repeat from Judd’s 1974 Lisson Gallery exhibition. Judd was equally

adamant about the galvanized iron wall, even though it, too, was a second version of a work

that had been shown at the Castelli Gallery in 1970 and the Pasadena Museum in 1971:

“Since in some works the dimensions could be altered according to the space available,

Panza assumed that he could do this as well as me. And then destroy the work and do it

again differently, forever. But these alterations in some works involving whole spaces are

mine to decide, not anyone’s. And, if a work is installed permanently, that’s it.”40 Judd’s

suspicion was that Panza wanted to make sure that the works would remain portable, and

therefore salable: “I can only guess that Panza had second thoughts about the permanency

of the work in Varese and realized that by putting it in the shop window he had removed

it from sale.”41 In Judd’s view, the installations at Varese were a marketing tool for Panza’s

collection but, paradoxically, the installation of the site-specific works meant that they

were no longer available to be loaned or sold.

Panza would later claim that Judd’s fabricators were too expensive, the works in ques-

tion being “geometrical cubes or parallelograms, which could be easily made by any factory

with good machinery and material.”42 And where Judd did not specify a particular fabri-

cator, his agreements with Panza only required construction in the designated materials

with a general provision for good workmanship. Although Panza drew some distinctions

between minimal and conceptual art, he nonetheless assigned a great deal of authority to
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the collector: “Minimal art is closely connected to the project, and the collector has the

right to produce it, but his freedom of interpretation is very limited. He must simply see to

it that the fabrication conforms to the project.”43 In response to an interviewer’s question

about his conflict with Judd, Panza stated: “The artist cannot control what goes on outside

his studio. When a work changes owners, it starts on another life.”44 While this may be

largely true for an easel painting, which has traditionally been assumed to be essentially

self-contained and transportable, the issues are far more complex for works that depend

on establishing a relationship to their surrounding space. Panza assumed substantial au-

thority for his own realizations even as he was intent on precluding the possibility that the

artists might authorize additional versions of works he had purchased.

Subsequent to these conflicts, Panza proposed that future disagreements about the re-

alization of Judd’s work should be decided by an independent expert appointed by the

lawyers representing Judd and Panza. According to Judd, “to even begin to argue” against

this proposal “makes me feel already within the door of the insane asylum.”45 Certainly

Panza’s suggestion that he and Judd should settle a dispute about artistic authorship with

the help of their lawyers has an unreal quality. However, the language of the certificates

Judd signed contributed to the circumstances in which Panza could think of authorship as

a legally defined and transferable power rather than a gesture innate to the artist, and could

therefore propose relying on the authority of contract law rather than on the expertise of

the artist to make decisions about how to realize the artist’s work.

Judd’s general level of indignation also extended to Panza’s publication of what he saw

as private agreements in Art of the Sixties and Seventies, the 1988 catalogue of his collection.

The catalogue does present a rather strange record if one asks just what exactly is being doc-

umented. Intermixed with the installation photographs and certificates are purchase orders

signed by Judd’s assistant that describe changes in materials or even complete exchanges of

works for the unrealized pieces. Many of the photographs also date from previous exhibi-

tions of works that Panza bought as plans and never himself realized. The 1988 catalogue and

the slightly revised 1999 edition make a tacit argument for the connection between minimal

and conceptual art by presenting both through an intermix of photographs of objects and

installations and reproductions of plans, diagrams, certificates, and other documentation.

For Flavin it turned out that the photographic records of his early installations became

the basis for Panza’s later reconstructions. One advantage of selling plans not only for fu-

ture works but for works that had existed and were then destroyed was the creation of a

retroactive market for works that had not sold, or were perhaps barely considered salable at

the time of their initial appearance. Flavin experienced his own frustrations, however, with

the partial and long-delayed realization of the works from the group of large-scale installa-



tions Panza bought through the Heiner Friedrich Gallery in 1973. The seven works consisted

mainly of installations that had previously been realized and then destroyed after being ex-

hibited, along with one to be made specifically for Panza’s villa in Varese. Flavin’s contract

included a three-year deadline (counting from 1974) for the completion of the installation.

Flavin supervised the realization of two of the works in Varese, including the 1976

Varese Corridor that he designed for the site. According to the letter of the agreement,

Panza’s right to have the other works built expired in 1977, though Flavin did continue to

express interest in their implementation and in 1983 helped reconstruct a barrier installa-

tion, the 1968 Untitled (to Flavin Starbuck Judd) for MOCA’s “First Show.” Flavin was

therefore surprised to find out that the 1988 exhibition of Panza’s collection at the Reina

Sofía included a version of the Varese corridor as well as a number of works like the 1966

Greens Crossing Greens (to Piet Mondrian who lacked green) that Flavin had never rebuilt.

“You purchased finite installations of fluorescent light from me,” Flavin wrote to Panza.

“You have no right whatsoever to recreate, to interpret, to adapt, to extend, to reduce

them.”46 As far as Flavin could tell, Panza had reconstructed Greens Crossing Greens from

a monochrome photograph of its initial installation.47 Panza had the expired agreement,

for which he had paid in full, but he otherwise had little evidence to support his ownership

of the unrealized works that he had bought. Although he had repeatedly requested certifi-

cates, Flavin adamantly refused to issue them for works that did not exist. Whereas Panza

wanted the certificates to ensure his future rights to realize the works, Flavin would only is-

sue certificates to validate those that existed. Their difference over this administrative pro-

cedure points to a deeper divergence about the priority that the rhetoric of the certificate

has over the work.

What happens when language is used to communicate the artist’s intent and the artist

misspeaks? One drawback to depending on descriptions rather than the evidence con-

tained in a material object is the problem of ambiguity or even error. In a couple of cases

Panza was actually confused about exactly which work he had bought. Correspondence be-

tween Panza and Castelli records Panza’s uncertainty about whether he had bought the

version of Nauman’s 1972 Floating Room that was lit from inside, or the one that was light

outside and dark inside. The source of the problem is evident in the catalogue of Panza’s

collection, where the title line in the standard typewritten certificate reproduced for Float-

ing Room (Light Outside, Dark Inside) has been filled out in Nauman’s hand as Floating

Room (light inside, dark outside).48 It is also noteworthy how remarkably inadequate many

of the pieces of paper in Panza’s archives are as guidelines for the creation of physical ob-

jects and, by extension, as statements of artistic intent. In the case of Nauman’s 1973 Yellow

Room (Triangular), the lack of information has led to markedly different versions even 
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though the work had been realized once before being sold. Early photographs of the work

clearly show a white interior. However, Konrad Fischer apparently sold the work to Panza

with limited documentation, and a copy of a drawing by Nauman in the files indicates

overall shape rather than construction specifics. While the room was reconstructed for the

1994 Nauman retrospective with a white interior, Panza’s version had bare wood inside,

and it was in this form that the work appeared in a 1999 MASS MoCA exhibition drawn ex-

tensively from the Panza collection now at the Guggenheim. Needless to say, the jarring

effect of the unrelentingly bright yellow light reverberating in the glare of the triangular

white space made for a very different experience from the one afforded by the color and

varied grain of the wood in the competing interpretation of the work. Panza also had ques-

tions about which work he owned from Andre’s 1968 Slope series, made up of rows of plates

extending out from a wall at an angle determined by the dimensions of the plate next to the

wall, since Panza had a certificate labeled Slope 2002, but catalogue listings indicated that

he owned Slope 2001.49

If the certificate had, for Andre, constituted the primary evidence of the work, then its

definition of the work would logically have to be correct. However, Andre’s emphasis, in

this case, on the importance of the work’s physical existence, together with the fact that he

had already refused another suggestion that one of his works be refabricated rather than

shipped for MOCA’s “First Show,” make Panza’s decision to have Andre’s 1968 Fall refab-

ricated for the 1989 Ace exhibition that much more remarkable. Nor did Panza succeed in

authorizing a convincing replica of the work. Fall is made from one-inch-thick hot-rolled

steel, bent at a right angle to form twenty-one 72 x 28 x 72-inch units arranged along the

base of a wall in a 49-foot row. But photographs of the Ace version show that the bend in

the steel was far less sharp than in the original. After finding out about the refabrication

from a review, Andre insisted in a letter to Art in America that “No such ‘refabrication’ of

my work has been authorized by me and any such ‘refabrication’ is a gross falsification of

my work.”50

If Panza’s attitude toward the work in his collection was shaped by conceptual prac-

tices, the model could well have been the wall drawings that LeWitt began producing in

1968. For these works, the only object that is actually transferred is a certificate, accompa-

nied by a diagram with instructions for the realization of the drawing. The wall drawings

can even exist for a limited period of time in more than one place if a drawing that is al-

ready installed is loaned to a temporary exhibition. LeWitt specifically connects the wall

drawings to “a musical score that could be redone by any or some people.”51 Furthermore,

he has stipulated that they should not be maintained as artifacts: “I would hope that wall

drawings would be periodically redrawn if necessary. As the wall becomes older it may
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crack, have water damage, etc. Also the wall drawings may become soiled, colors change,

etc. The new site may be different, as long as the plan is followed.”52 And in fact Panza

amassed an extensive collection of LeWitt’s wall drawings, many of which are reproduced

in the collection catalogue in the form of the certificates and diagrams issued by LeWitt to

purchasers of these works. But even though LeWitt wanted to have the instructions exhib-

ited together with the realized wall drawings, he has insisted that they are insufficient in

themselves: “The plan exists as an idea but needs to be put into its optimum form. Ideas of

wall drawings alone are contradictions of the idea of wall drawings.”53 For the wall drawings,

as for the other works he had amassed, Panza was able to display only a limited part of his

collection, though the storage requirements for the wall drawings not on display were

markedly negligible. 

Bruce Nauman, Yellow Room 
(Triangular), 1973. Wallboard, ply-
wood, yellow fluorescent lights, 
dimensions variable; 120" x 177" x
157" as installed at Galerie Konrad
Fischer, Düsseldorf, 1974. Collection
of the Solomon R. Guggenheim
Museum, New York, Panza Collec-
tion, 1991. © 2002 Bruce Nauman /
Artists Rights Society (ARS), New
York. Photo courtesy Sperone West-
water, New York.



Carl Andre, Fall, 1968. Hot-rolled
steel, 21 sections, each 28" wide,
overall 6' high x 49' long x 6' deep.
Installation at the Museum of Mod-
ern Art, New York, 1968. Courtesy
Paula Cooper Gallery, New York.



Panza is not the only collector or institution to have grasped that there can be advan-

tages in the dematerialization of the object—or to have tried to apply those principles

broadly. Even for LeWitt, the emphasis on plan rather than object can turn into a conven-

ience against which he has to guard his work, since he makes a distinction between differ-

ent types of works within his production. LeWitt therefore vetoed a request from the

Wadsworth Atheneum to avoid shipping costs by having his 1965 Standing Open Structure,

Black refabricated for an exhibition in Europe. In answer to the question about refabricat-

ing the sculpture, LeWitt asked, rhetorically, “Would you repaint a Mondrian?” Accord-

ing to LeWitt, “A wall drawing may be duplicated in another site while an object (a work

of art in this case) can be physically transported and should be.”54

What is the work? Where is the work? When is the work? The answers to these ques-

tions have become increasingly complex and interwoven. For site-specific installations,

where and when may be inseparable, since removal of the material that has been used to

make the work at a particular site may equal the destruction rather than the transfer of the

work. Panza’s attitude toward the site-specific installations at Varese was the root of some

of his disagreements with the artists represented in his collection, but by far the most fa-

mous contest for control over the future of a site-specific sculpture was the battle waged

between Serra and the United States General Services Administration.

The legal battle that Serra waged in an attempt to prevent the GSA from removing and

thereby destroying Tilted Arc showed the limits of the artist’s ability to control the fate of

the work in the face of a transfer of ownership. Serra determined the nature and placement

of the work for Federal Plaza in lower Manhattan after extensive study of both the site and

the pedestrian traffic patterns in the plaza. The 12-foot-high, 120-foot-long arc framed the

experience of moving across the space as one walked the outside of the curve or along the

side where the inward lean added to the sense of enclosure established both by the wall it-

self and by its relation to its surroundings. The strategic redefinition of this site-specific

work was an important issue in the conflict over Tilted Arc, since the GSA continued to in-

sist throughout the dispute that its intention was simply to “relocate” the sculpture to an-

other site. In that instance, the denial of the work’s site-specificity was a strategic maneuver

by a government agency intent on removing Serra’s work. Serra’s failure to prevent the de-

struction of the work also highlighted the fact that the United States lagged far behind

many other countries in the legal recognition of integrity or moral rights in works of art

that supersede ownership rights.

As it was, the court decisions turned on questions of contractual language as well as

issues of ownership over expression. When the GSA commissioned Tilted Arc, Serra had

signed the Art-in-Architecture Program’s standard contract, which included the stipulation



that the work “may be conveyed . . . to the National Collection of Fine Arts—Smithsonian

Institution for exhibiting purposes and permanent safekeeping.” Though Serra had re-

ceived verbal assurance from a representative of the GSA that it intended to install the work

permanently, agents of the GSA subsequently used the language of the contract to support

its campaign to remove Tilted Arc from the plaza.55 Both the district court and the court of

appeals decided against Serra, denying his arguments based on the freedom of speech guar-

anteed by the First Amendment to the US Constitution on the grounds that Serra had sold

his speech (the Tilted Arc) to the government and had therefore relinquished any further

right to control its configuration. The decision by appeals court judge Jon O. Newman is

particularly revealing: “While we agree that artwork, like other nonverbal forms of expres-

sion, may under some circumstances constitute speech for First Amendment purposes, we

believe that the First Amendment has only limited application in a case like the present one

where the artistic expression belongs to the government rather than a private individ-

ual. . . . In this case, the speaker is the United States Government. Serra relinquished his

own speech rights in the sculpture when he voluntarily sold it to GSA.”56

The idea that the work of art should not be altered or destroyed derives from a belief

that it should remain true to the vision of the artist. Although such rights only became part

of United States law with the passage of the 1990 Visual Artists Rights Act, many precedents

exist, particularly in French law, where the early articulation of droit moral was part of an

attempt to wrest control over artistic production from the hands of the sovereign at the

time of the French Revolution. Moral or integrity rights are also sometimes known as per-

sonality rights, presupposing an intimate connection between the artist’s self and the work

of art he or she creates. It is on this basis that the right of artists to prevent alteration or de-

struction of their work has been articulated as one that supersedes property rights. Inter-

estingly, these “personality” rights have, if anything, gained in significance for works from

which traditional markers of touch or presence have been excluded. However, if there is no

agreement about what constitutes the work, then it may be difficult to determine whether

a work has been compromised or destroyed. Work that depends on a relationship to a par-

ticular site presents a special challenge, but it is not the only type of work that raises ques-

tions about what degree of alteration is possible, and under what circumstances slight

changes can lead to a catastrophic failure of the work, or of authorship.

To see the divergent possibilities that emerge from these moments of contested au-

thorship, one has only to ask: What happened to the scrap metal? For the Whitney there was

no scrap metal, since the museum never accepted Andre’s redesignation of the Twenty-

Ninth Copper Cardinal and continued to proceed on the assumption that the group of

metal squares they had purchased as a sculpture remained a sculpture. For the museum, 
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the work that had existed continued to exist. Judd insisted that the work Panza authorized

for the Ace Gallery be immediately disassembled, and in order to make sure of its eradica-

tion he took the metal away with him after paying the gallery its price as scrap.57 For Judd

the Ace Gallery version was never a work. With respect to Tilted Arc, the GSA insisted that

it only wanted to relocate a work that it did not accept as site-specific. To support that as-

sertion it had to hold on to the residue of the work, so for a number of years the plates that

had been cut out from the plaza sat in a heap in a GSA parking lot. For Serra it was a work

that had existed but was then irrevocably destroyed.

In the aftermath of Tilted Arc’s destruction, Serra developed his own contracts for his

sculptures that are designed to prevent changes not only in site-specific works, but also in

the relationship among the individual parts that constitute a piece or in the relationship

between a work and the type of site for which it is made. Nor is Serra alone in his use of

contracts to control the long-term disposition of the work. The exercise of such mecha-

nisms has reflected increasing activism on the part of artists over how their work might be

used. The impetus in 1969 for the establishment of the Art Workers Coalition, which pro-

vided a forum for some of these discussions, was an artistic protest about the inclusion of

a work by Takis Vassilakis in MoMA’s “The Machine at the End of the Mechanical Age”

that the artist did not feel properly represented his development.58 In the context of 

activism often linked to a broader political agenda, the AWC articulated a series of de-

mands regarding museum governance, exhibition policies, and artists’ control over the

disposition of their work even after its sale—with this last provision expressed in one of its  
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Above: Sol LeWitt, certificate and 
diagrams for Wall Drawing no. 146.
Reproduced courtesy the artist. 
© Sol LeWitt. Photo © Giorgio
Colombo, Milan.

Facing page: Sol LeWitt, Wall Draw-
ing no. 146 (all two-part combinations 
of blue arcs from corners and sides and
blue straight, not straight and broken
lines), 1972. Detail of the installation,
Villa Menafoglio Litta Panza, Varese,
Italy. Collection of the Solomon R.
Guggenheim Museum, Panza 
Collection Gift, 1992. © 2002 Sol 
LeWitt / Artists Rights Society (ARS),
New York. Photo © The Solomon R.
Guggenheim Foundation, New York.



Richard Serra, Tilted Arc, 1981.
Weatherproof steel, 12' × 120' × 21⁄2".
Installation at Federal Plaza, New
York; destroyed March 15, 1989.
Courtesy the artist. Photo: David 
Aschkenas.
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more extreme forms in LeWitt’s 1969 declaration that the artist “should have the right to

change or destroy any work of his as long as he lives.”59

Both Jackie Winsor and Hans Haacke have long used contracts to control the place-

ment as well as the transfer and dissemination of their work, with Haacke’s agreement based

on a contract developed by Robert Projansky and Seth Siegelaub that was circulated in the

early 1970s.60 One of the more remarkable contracts, however, resulted from Panza’s at-

tempts to purchase a work by Michael Asher. Both Heiner Friedrich and Nicholas Longs-

dail of the Lisson Gallery offered to sell Panza installations Asher had realized for the Heiner

Friedrich Gallery in Cologne, the Lisson Gallery in London, and the Toselli Gallery in Mi-

lan. It was not clear, however, how they expected to effect the transfer and reconstruction

of these highly situation-specific works, each of which incorporated a response to the par-

ticular conditions of the gallery in which it was realized. Asher and Panza eventually began

negotiations for a work that would be planned specifically for Panza. Although that sale,

too, was ultimately never completed, the challenge of trying to purchase a work generated

by Asher’s extremely site- and situation-specific working method was articulated in an

eight-page contract that included provisions tightly limiting and controlling the circum-

stances under which the work could be reconceived for another site, a requirement for

consent from Asher for assignment or transfer of the work, ownership by the artist of any

drawings or documents relating to the work, and even a paragraph outlining the degree to

which Asher’s other work might or might not resemble the commissioned work.61

How does a work come to exist in the first place? And what are the circumstances of

its continuity? Morris’s Statement of Esthetic Withdrawal, with its declaration witnessed by

a notary public, presented a playful intersection of legal and artistic authority. In fact,

Buchloh found in Statement an early instance of linguistic and legalistic conventions that

were to become a key strategy for conceptual art. Ultimately Lawrence Weiner extended

this idea to include registering ownership of the linguistic statements that formed the ba-

sis of his work with Jerald Ordover, his lawyer, who maintained a record similar to a cen-

tralized copyright or trademark registry. Yet the legal rhetoric so prominent in conceptual

art also makes an appearance in the graph paper certificates that Flavin issued for realized

works, including many in Panza’s collection, which validated the authenticity of the work

with both the artist’s signature and the imprint of a New York corporate seal in the name

of Dan Flavin, Ltd. and the date of 1969.

A certificate covers a wide range of purposes. It can simply provide added assurance

about the authenticity of a physical object that has a continuous existence; it can represent

the continuous existence of an idea that does not have an ongoing physical presence; and

it can describe a work not yet made that can be realized on the basis of the certificate. In the



Dan Flavin, Untitled 6B, 1968. Red
and green fluorescent light, 120"
high. Installation at the Villa
Menafoglio Litta Panza, Varese,
Italy. Collection of the Solomon R.
Guggenheim Foundation (Panza
Gift) on permanent loan to Fondo
per l’Ambiente Italiano. © 2002 
Estate of Dan Flavin / Artists Rights
Society (ARS), New York. Photo ©
Giorgio Colombo, Milan.



Certificate for Dan Flavin, Untitled
6B. © 2002 Estate of Dan Flavin /
Artists Rights Society (ARS), New
York. Photo © Giorgio Colombo, 
Milan.



case of Dan Flavin, Ltd., certificates played an important role in the marketability of pieces

where the physical object was made from off-the-shelf elements, some of which require pe-

riodic replacement. Such declarations constitute a form of control over the work that the

artist can take advantage of or even play with. However, their significance as a form of

proof-of-purchase is corroborated in correspondence from galleries in Panza’s files assur-

ing him that the bill of sale will double as an authentication document until such time as

the artist can be prevailed upon to produce a certificate. The language of authorization 

is a double-edged sword. When the work enters the marketplace, the question of what 

happens to the artist’s power of designation opens up an array of possibilities, some antic-

ipated and some both unexpected and unwelcome.

Critical or descriptive language, declarative language, the language of instructions, the

language of agreements and contracts—all of these are relevant because they shape the

form in which the work of art will arrive at the viewer. The point is not to conflate mini-

mal and conceptual art, as Panza was wont to do at times. Instead, the important issue is

that similar mechanisms were being used by artists to very different ends. Sometimes they

were an explicit part of the work, contributing to its dematerialization, but at other times

they were employed behind the scenes to control the configuration of a work still defined

as a specific physical object. Other important challenges presented by minimalism that

continue to resonate include the problem of maintaining eternal newness for pristine in-

dustrial finishes or ready-made components, and the significance of work that is essentially

incomplete until it is actually on display.

Once the question of whether authenticity may or may not reside in a specific mate-

rial object is raised, the answer can only be found through a process of interpretation en-

compassing expressions of intent that include written statements by the artist and a more

nebulous set of assumptions about the artist’s customary practice. Even works by the same

artist may have widely varying requirements when it comes to arrangement, placement, or

the substitution of elements. The complex history of the work after it leaves the control of

the artist speaks to the importance of later understandings. The reading of any work will

be influenced by the context of its presentation. For works that are not fixed as physical en-

tities, however, interpretation also shapes how the work is constituted. There is a subtle but

important shift between the impact of context on subsequent readings and a process 

of interpretation that operates in advance to shape the nature of the work so that it will 

conform to expectations. As artists have exercised the authority to delegate aspects of pro-

duction or realization, the very possibility of such fragmentation necessitates constant

reinterpretation of the nature of artistic authorship.
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Sherrie Levine, Fountain (after 
Marcel Duchamp), 1991. Cast
bronze, 15" × 25" × 15". Courtesy
Paula Cooper Gallery, New York.



This is a story that ends with a cast bronze urinal. It is an unexpectedly beautiful object,

presented on a narrow pedestal, with its smooth, curvilinear surfaces polished to a highly

reflective finish. Under different circumstances it might be read as a fragment from an as-

tonishingly ostentatious interior. Yet it was never intended and is totally unsuitable for use.

Moreover, in the context of its display the viewer is forbidden physical contact with its lux-

urious surface. The sensuality of the material as well as the position of the urinal, rotated

so that it is lying on its back rather than upright, draw attention to the potentially abstract

qualities of the form. Though its shape is based on a common utilitarian item, this partic-

ular example was made for a particular and highly specialized function, that being its dis-

play as a work of art.

Sherrie Levine made this object in 1991. Or to be more precise, she had it cast for her,

using an actual porcelain urinal as a model. What might be its meaning? Certainly the

transformation of materials is unmistakable. Levine has taken a standard plumbing fixture

and had it remade using material and production methods that connect the work to a long

sculptural tradition. She has, as a female artist, chosen an article designed specifically for

the male anatomy. Nor is Levine the only artist to have taken up the urinal during the 1980s

and 1990s. One perspective from which to consider Levine’s interest in the urinal is there-

fore her relationship to her contemporaries and some of their uses not only of everyday ob-

jects in general, but of this one in particular.

David Hammons affixed a series of urinals to trees to create his 1990 Public Toilets for

the exhibition “Ponton Temse” at the Museum van Hedendaagse Kunst in Ghent, Belgium.

In the natural wooded setting, their nonfunctional presence suggested an ironic comment

on the social conventions that remove a natural bodily function to the confines of a specific

kind of constructed space, at the same time as they played off of the territorial marking that



does take place in a forest. They are also connected to Hammons’s broader interest in the

unexpected deployment of found objects both in traditional gallery settings and in more

urban public spaces, where his references to avant-garde traditions are often combined

with materials and forms specifically associated with aspects of contemporary African-

American life.

Robert Gober first turned to the urinal as a subject in 1984, and the works that followed

were closely related to the more extensive series of sinks begun the year before. In his hand-

made sinks the familiar form became the basis for a subtle play between object and body.

The circular openings on the back, where the faucets would be installed on an actual sink,

contribute to the suggestion of a truncated torso. On the other hand, the backs of sinks,

presented as partially submerged, resemble tombstones. Gober’s urinals, also made by

hand and closely related to the sinks in appearance, were less conspicuously transformed

or ambiguous. When the urinals were shown in groups, lined up in a row, their presenta-

David Hammons, Public Toilets,
1990. Installation at “Ponton Temse,”
Museum van Hedendaagse Kunst,
Ghent, Belgium. Courtesy Jack
Tilton Gallery, New York.



tion on white gallery walls closely approximated actual urinals’ typical arrangement when

positioned for use. In relation to the context established by Gober’s other work, this sug-

gestion of a community of male bodies was understood as a reference to gay identity and,

more obliquely, to the deepening AIDS crisis of the 1980s.1

In each of these cases the artist has performed an act of recontextualization, taking a

familiar object and transforming it by changing where it is found or how it is made. In the

process, each artist has accomplished the paradoxical feat of claiming authorship over the

urinal. However, as any student of twentieth-century art knows, this particular bathroom

fixture comes ready-made with yet another proper name attached. Marcel Duchamp’s

thorough assimilation into museum collections and art-historical discourse has insured

that any use of such objects as a bicycle wheel, snow shovel, and especially a urinal will be

read as a reference to Duchamp, not just a use of the object itself. Levine’s remake presents

the most pointed reference to Duchamp’s peculiar hold over authorship. Her title, Fountain
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Robert Gober, Three Urinals, 1988.
Wood, wire lath, plaster, and enamel
paint, each 213⁄4" × 151⁄4" × 15", overall
installation 731⁄4" long. Courtesy the
artist. Photo: D. James Dee.



(after Marcel Duchamp), acknowledges the unmistakable reference of the work. So, too,

does its presentation on a narrow pedestal that closely mimics the presentation of

Duchamp’s Fountain in a photograph taken by Alfred Stieglitz shortly after the rejection of

the work from the 1917 exhibition of the American Society of Independent Artists. Al-

though Levine was not able to find the exact model used by Duchamp, she strove for his-

torical accuracy by tracking down a urinal from the same manufacturer and year. Even the

catalogue produced for the 1991 exhibition featuring Levine’s Fountain follows the format

of a catalogue by William Camfield produced for a 1989 exhibition at the Menil Collection

devoted to Duchamp’s Fountain. Nor did Levine’s search for the correct urinal end in 1991,

because when she found another historic example even closer to the one Duchamp initially

selected, she made a new edition in 1996 with the title Buddha. Yet these are not slavish

replicas, because Levine’s referencing of Duchamp does not include duplicating the signa-

ture of the pseudonymous R. Mutt scrawled on the 1917 original. The material and finish

further complicate matters by pointing in a different direction, toward Constantin Bran-

cusi, another early twentieth-century master. Though this association was more fortuitous

than planned, it shows how an artist can become associated with a particular material or

technique as well as with a type of subject matter.2 Thus Duchamp’s original readymade

has been both copied and transformed as a result of Levine’s decision to have it cast in

highly polished bronze.

But what might it mean to speak of an original readymade? Duchamp’s assault on

artistic tradition was based specifically on the fact that the objects he selected and so desig-

nated were neither original nor rare. They were also not selected for their artistic qualities.

Rather than “esthetic delectation,” Duchamp insisted, his choice “was based on a reaction

of visual indifference with at the same time a total absence of good or bad taste . . . in fact

a complete anesthesia.”3 As manufactured objects they were inherently multiple, fabri-

cated according to principles of mass production with their form determined prior to

Duchamp’s attention. Their startling originality emanates not from their physical form

but from the unexpected act or gesture through which they were plucked from the every-

day and designated as works of art.

The readymade provides the starting point for a broader consideration of how in-

herently multiple forms and methods have been assimilated into a realm predicated on

sharply limited production. One achievement of manufacturing has been the potential

to create theoretically limitless numbers of identical and therefore relatively inexpensive

products. With this potential comes the need to prevent unauthorized duplication of cer-

tain types of commodities, largely through external limits like copyright, trademark, and

patent legislation. When materials or techniques derived from mass production are taken



up by artists, the demands of the art market mean that inherent multiplicity has to be re-

aligned in accordance with conventions that restrict production, the most common of

which is the limited edition. The various ways in which contemporary artists have taken up

and refashioned the readymade, however, also speak to the complex layering of reference

and quotation that characterizes contemporary art. The designation of authorship gives a

tenuous and riven unity to multiple references that can include other works of art as well

as the means by which they are disseminated in reproduction, the contexts of their recep-

tion, and the much larger realm of nonart sources. The copy is therefore the basis for a

conception of art-making in which artists incorporate increasingly subtle and layered ref-

erences to the history of art as well as other sources without necessarily relying on their

techniques or materials.

One of the striking features of the urinals of Gober, Hammons, and Levine is how

differently each artist deployed this common object, and how each use emerged from con-

cerns articulated in the artist’s other works, as part of their markedly different approaches

to the use of found objects or forms. Levine was aware of Gober’s use, but her interest

derived from a different agenda. “I always thought of the sinks as being very feminine,”

Levine told an interviewer in an exchange about Gober’s work. “I think my urinals had

more to do with Gober’s sinks than his urinals.”4 Levine was already thinking about issues

of gender in her series of early appropriations focused on historical avant-garde and mod-

ernist male artists. In the context of the late 1970s and early 1980s art world that, according

to Levine, “only wanted images of male desire,” her response was “a sort of bad girl atti-

tude: you want it, I’ll give it to you. But of course, because I’m a woman, those images be-

came a woman’s work.”5 Levine’s use of Duchamp was therefore part of a larger critique of

originality inspired by her contemporary context as well as historical precedents.

Levine announced her assault on originality in several early series where she simply

cut out and mounted reproductions from books in a radically streamlined version of col-

lage, or presented rephotographed images of modernist paintings and photographs. The

works by Atget, Evans, Weston, Cézanne, Monet, or Van Gogh that Levine has repho-

tographed are, of course, firmly entrenched as established masterpieces and are widely dis-

persed across different collections. Because she photographed published reproductions

rather than the actual objects, however, Levine has been able to rely on the mobility of the

reproduction to assemble physically remote works of art. The photos after photographic

reproductions therefore comment on the importance of reproductions as intermediaries

that mediate and structure our understanding of works of art, and they play off an aspect

of reproduction described by Walter Benjamin: the use of the reproduction to allow “the

original to meet the beholder halfway” by putting “the copy of the original into situations
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which would be out of reach for the original itself.”6 Yet she also revokes that mobility

when she returns her own images of these works to the gallery or museum spaces that the

works themselves would normally inhabit. And her mechanical reproductions of mechan-

ical reproductions bring up still other paradoxes when they are returned to books or mag-

azines, contexts in which they are materially indistinguishable from images of the originals

they reproduce.

Running through Levine’s photographs and her subsequent exploration of sculptural

forms, including those based on Duchamp, is her interest in the “almost-same.”7 Her con-

certed critique might seem to affirm, by means of contrast, the quality of originality in the

works to which she has responded. But exactly the opposite is the case, since she succeeds in

highlighting inherent tensions and contradictions that preceded her forays into the terrain

of artistic originality. Her subtle but precise positioning of the work speaks to the relation-

ship between the work and a highly elaborated context for its reception. The “almost-

same” becomes the radically different when slight or even negligible shifts in form or image

accompany dramatic changes in the context of the work’s reception. Caught in the space

between Duchamp’s first readymades early in the twentieth century and Levine’s return at

the century’s end is a whole series of intervening shifts, as definitions of authorship and

originality have been continually adjusted in their application to works that incorporated

elements of copying, mechanical production, or other forms of inherent multiplicity.

The steps by which Duchamp’s work began to resonate tell a larger story about post-

war art through the significance of the artists chosen as precursors. Thus the first wave of

renewed attention to Duchamp during the 1950s and 1960s marked a turn away from con-

ventional Greenbergian modernism—articulated in the fascination with the layering of

references as well as the incorporation of objects, images, and methods drawn from the

realm of mass production—that eventually gained the label of postmodernism. In his 1960

Painted Bronze, Jasper Johns unmistakably announced the importance of Duchamp as well

as a break with modernist ideals when he used traditional materials and methods of the fine

arts to recreate a familiar, everyday object. In this case the object was a pair of Ballantine

Ale cans, which Johns duplicated in the form of cast bronze with painted labels. The origin

story for the work also links it to tensions among adherents of abstract expressionism

about the notice that neo-dada work was beginning to command. The immediate inspira-

tion was a complaint voiced by Willem de Kooning about Leo Castelli, retold by Johns as:

“That son of a bitch, you could give him two beer cans and he could sell them.” According

to Johns, “I heard this and thought, ‘What a sculpture—two beer cans.’ It seemed to me to

fit in perfectly with what I was doing, so I did them—and Leo sold them.”8

Johns’s version of the readymade came at the idea from a different direction than

Duchamp’s initial gesture. Where Duchamp selected objects for their unremarkable qual-



ities in an act that mounted a challenge to fine-art traditions from the realm of mass pro-

duction, Johns was undermining from within, using time-honored materials and methods

but disguising those means so that the work would masquerade as an object from outside

that tradition. Johns was also invoking a particular type of object, not just any beer but a

specific brand, known through its trademarked name as well as the design of its packaging.

While Duchamp incorporated a play on manufacturers’ names in some of the readymades,

packaging and brand identification were a more significant part of the postwar landscape.

In that respect, Johns’s Painted Bronze made an early reference to the commodity image

that became an important focus of pop art. Levine’s interest in Duchamp came in the midst

of a new wave of interest in forms of copying and simulation during the 1980s that was

eventually given the label of appropriation art. What Levine’s Fountain and Johns’s Painted

Bronze have in common is the remake of the readymade using fine-arts materials and

methods, thus inverting, perhaps even subverting, the transgressive power of Duchamp’s

simple act of selecting a mass-produced object.

The significance of renewed postwar interest in strategies associated with early twentieth-

century avant-garde activity is itself a hotly debated topic. In his Theory of the Avant-Garde,

Peter Bürger dismissed the postwar or neo-avant-garde as a repetition that destroyed the
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critique of artistic autonomy ascribed to the earlier or historic avant-garde movements.

Yet even as Bürger found that “the neo-avant-garde institutionalizes the avant-garde as art

and thus negates genuinely avant-gardiste intentions,” he had already acknowledged that

“the objet trouvé . . . loses its character as antiart and becomes, in the museum, an au-

tonomous work among others.”9 Certainly one irony of postwar avant-garde activity is the

backdrop provided by the assimilation of earlier markers of rebellion into museums and

art-historical canons, but the responsibility for that state of affairs cannot be ascribed sim-

ply to the renewed postwar artistic interest in the early twentieth-century avant-garde.

Indeed, by means of a telling inversion of this aspect of Bürger’s critique, Hal Foster has

argued against attempts to dismiss later avant-garde activities as mere repetition, positing,

instead, their return as a means of working through contradictions inherent in the earlier

avant-garde movements.10

The appearance of the remade readymade in the work of Johns and, more than three

decades later, of Levine might seem like a long-delayed reaction, as well as a significant shift

away from Duchamp’s selection of mass-produced objects. But it also encourages a retro-

spective view of Duchamp’s own readymades and the process of remaking that was still on-

going at the time of Johns’s Painted Bronze. The history of the readymades subsequent to

their first appearance is far more complex than the straightforward simplicity of the initial

gesture would seem to suggest. One mark of how effectively Duchamp challenged tradi-

tional definitions of art is apparent in the fact that his objects did not, in many cases, retain

their status, slipping back into the world of the everyday where they were used and dis-

carded. Most of the original objects Duchamp selected as readymades were lost and not re-

placed until decades later, so a retroactive process of recontextualization and remaking was

by necessity part of Duchamp’s production, and also subject to numerous delays. Through

the publication of reproductions and facsimiles of his works as well as related notes,

Duchamp was able to ensure the continued existence of the readymades as concepts, even

when the specific physical object had not been retained. One step that Duchamp took to

consolidate and provide a context for his work was his production of the Box in a Valise,

which made its first appearance in 1941. This facsimile edition functioned as a miniature

museum that used small-scale replicas to unite works dispersed in various private collec-

tions and readymades that did not, at least at that time, even have a physical existence.11

Robert Lebel’s influential 1959 monograph on Duchamp relied heavily on the reproduc-

tions used for the Box in a Valise, so it introduced Duchamp’s work to a new audience

through a similar conflation of extant and, at least in their physical form, lost works.

The dating of Duchamp’s readymades to the moment of their first appearance masks

the significance of the intervening steps and what they have to say about the reception and 



Marcel Duchamp, Box in a Valise,
1941. Leather valise containing
miniature replicas, photographs,
and color reproductions, 16" × 15" 
× 4" closed. Philadelphia Museum
of Art, The Louise and Walter
Arensberg Collection. © 2002
Artists Rights Society (ARS), New
York / ADAGP, Paris / Estate of
Marcel Duchamp.



assimilation of early twentieth-century avant-garde practices into art-historical accounts

and museum collections devoted to the twentieth century. For a number of the readymades,

the objects needed to represent the work were repeatedly procured, sometimes by Duchamp

and sometimes by others, and often discarded after their immediate use. As Duchamp’s

stature rose in the 1950s and 1960s, curators eager to display his work contributed to the re-

making of the readymades. Chronologies of their replication indicate that the works ma-

terialized as needed: the Fountain reappeared in 1950 and the Bicycle Wheel in 1951, so that

Sidney Janis could include them in exhibitions at his gallery; and subsequent versions of

these and other readymades turned up in various exhibitions during the early 1960s. In ad-

dition to authorizing most of these duplications, sometimes after the fact, Duchamp gave

them credibility with his 1961 statement that an important aspect of the readymade “is its

lack of uniqueness . . . the replica of a ‘readymade’ delivering the same message.”12

Duchamp’s professed lack of concern for uniqueness did not prevent him from par-

ticipating with Arturo Schwarz in the production of a series of specially fabricated ready-

mades that appeared in 1964 in editions of eight. In fact, Francis Naumann chronicles how

Duchamp’s willingness to sign readymades found by others was brought to an end by his

agreement with Schwarz.13 When Schwarz embarked upon these limited-edition replicas,

he attempted to duplicate as closely as possible the contours of the first, “original” ready-

mades. For this he had to rely extensively on documentary evidence, much of it from pho-

tographs that had also been included in the Box in a Valise. As a gallery owner who was also

involved in publishing editions, Schwarz had an active role in the making of work by

Duchamp that he would then sell. This double role as both producer and intermediary is

not uncommon in the art world. To these two roles, however, Schwarz added a third, that

of author of its history, most significantly in his catalogue raisonné of Duchamp’s work.

The intersection of Schwarz’s interests is readily apparent in the histories of the ready-

mades in the successive versions of The Complete Works of Marcel Duchamp, where

Schwarz distinguishes his editions from other contenders for the status of the true ready-

made. In the 1969 edition of the catalogue, the listings of the succeeding versions of each

readymade culminate in the 1964 entry, which is generally accompanied by one or another

variant on the sentence “1964, Milan: First full-scale replicas issued under the direct su-

pervision of Duchamp on the basis of a blueprint derived from photos of the lost origi-

nal.”14 This reference to the blueprint is used not to show the limited-edition readymade’s

continuity with mass production but to differentiate these editions from other contenders

by showing them to be more accurate to the initial found objects. By the 1997 third revised

version of the catalogue, the rhetoric had shifted from blueprint to documentary photo-

graph, but to the same end, namely the validation of the 1964 editions.



If Duchamp’s initial gesture of choosing the readymade referred to mass production,

the later forms of reproduction through which the readymades cycled secured their status

as art. The 1964 readymades incorporate a less conspicuous version of the dissonance sug-

gested by remaking an everyday object according to fine-art traditions. By colluding with

the rhetoric of the limited edition—a rhetoric of rarity and authenticity—Duchamp en-

dorsed the creation of readymades closer in appearance to their first versions than were

many of the intervening found objects. But that similarity of form masks their dramatic

transformation. The look of a seamless unity, of an ostensible continuity with the first in-

stance of each readymade, was facilitated by the reproduction in the Box in a Valise as well

as the later limited editions produced by Schwarz, both of which were involved in a doubling

process that helped hide the interim steps that constructed a context for the initial gesture.

Given that the readymade’s gesture depended on the juxtaposition of an everyday item that

would retain its familiar aspect and a context usually reserved for a different order of ob-

jects, it is therefore ironic that the majority of Duchamp readymades one is likely to see in

museums today are replicas made specifically for the art market. In their careful remanu-

facture according to art world conventions of the limited edition, these readymades are far

closer than they seem to the transformation effected by Levine’s cast bronze urinal.

What does Duchamp’s use of reproductions say about the larger significance of the re-

production for the original? For one thing, the role played by Duchamp’s Box in a Valise in

bringing his work together in facsimile has parallels to the power that André Malraux as-

cribes to photographic reproduction generally. The photographically illustrated art history

book accomplishes what no individual museum can, bringing together as a single body,

without the impediment of differences in material and scale or geographical separation,

the far-flung examples that comprise the work of a particular artist or artistic style, or the

diverse examples assembled with the goal of providing a comprehensive survey. Even with

the widespread establishment of museums in the nineteenth century, Malraux has argued,

knowledge about art history still tended to be fragmentary and localized. Though the ma-

jor museums increasingly provided a synoptic view of Western art, the strengths and lacu-

nae of particular collections had a tremendous impact on one’s view of art as a whole.

“What, until 1900, had been seen by all those whose views on art still impress us as reveal-

ing and important; whom we take to be speaking of the same works, referring to the same

sources, as those we know ourselves?” To this opening question in Museum without Walls,

Malraux answered, “Two or three of the great museums, and photographs, engravings, or

copies of a handful of the masterpieces of European art. Most of their readers had seen even

less. In the art knowledge of those days there existed an area of ambiguity: comparison of

a picture in the Louvre with another in Madrid, in Florence, or in Rome was comparison
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of a present vision with a memory.” By contrast, the work represented in Malraux’s imag-

inary museum would “carry infinitely farther that limited revelation of the world of art

which the real museums offer us within their walls.”15

The actual collection is always incomplete in relation to the elusive totality suggested

by compilations of reproductions. Yet the ability of the photograph to facilitate compar-

isons among scattered works has also played a crucial role in assessing the authenticity of

the unique originals that remain bound in time and place. Early art historians were avid

collectors of photographs, which could convey information about texture and materiality

that far surpassed the descriptive value of the reproductive prints they supplanted. At the

same time, the comparative study of the physical object known as connoisseurship de-

pends upon having available a body of secure examples, preferably in publicly accessible

collections, and is closely tied to the ethos of the museum, where attention is traditionally

isolated and focused on formal qualities. The functional, often market-driven determina-

tions of authenticity achieved through connoisseurship stand in sharp contrast, however,

to Benjamin’s description of a quality compromised by both reproductions and collecting

practices. For Benjamin, authenticity emanates from the experience of the original, with

the work’s presence, or aura, diminished by the reach of the reproduction as well as by the

shift from cult value to exhibition value, whereby works have been wrested from the fab-

ric of tradition in order to be recontextualized as objects of contemplation.16

When is a copy a replica, and under what circumstances does it become an original?

The impact of clearly secondary reproductions on the work of art is part of a larger process

of reciprocal definition between the original and copy. Nor was it always clear that the copy

could not coexist with the original. At the time Duchamp mounted his challenge to the

original with his first readymades, the copy had only just been banished from the art mu-

seum. In France a culmination and turning point in the status of painted copies was the

museum of copies that opened, and quickly closed, in 1872–1873.17 Alan Wallach charts an

equally sudden shift around 1900 in the attitude of United States museums toward plaster

casts. In the late nineteenth century, casts were valued because they allowed museums to

amass a relatively complete collection of the canonical antique works. Plaster copies al-

lowed for a three-dimensional version of the completeness later ascribed to the virtual or

imaginary museum made possible by photographic reproductions. In the early twentieth

century, however, classical casts were quickly banished from museum collections in favor

of originals, an emphasis that served both artistic ideals and the sense of prestige attached

to ownership of the unique or rare.18 But even after plaster casts lost their appeal, not all

casts were expelled from the museum. Bronze statues, coins, and many other works made



through such inherently multiple processes as casting or printing were allowed to stay be-

cause of their historic as well as artistic value.

For more recent multiples, the significant issue is authorship. Thus the specter of the

copy appears in a different guise in the analysis of Rodin with which Rosalind Krauss in-

troduces her essay “The Originality of the Avant-Garde.” After describing the experience

of watching a film documenting the 1978 cast of The Gates of Hell, she concludes that “to

some—though hardly all—of the people sitting in that theater watching the casting of The

Gates of Hell, it must have occurred that they were witnessing the making of a fake.”19 Her

answer to the question she poses about whether one can consider original a work produced

so long after the artist’s death in 1917, and based on a plaster that had never been fixed in a

final arrangement, is a provocative neither-yes-nor-no. The cast had the legal authority of

Rodin’s bequest to the French state of both the works in his possession and reproduction

rights, but the lack of a lifetime cast or even a definitive arrangement of the plaster suggests

that “all the casts of The Gates of Hell are examples of multiple copies that exist in the ab-

sence of an original.”20 The situation is made only more complex by the multiplicity inher-

ent throughout Rodin’s production. But the convention of the limited edition established

the condition under which reproduction rights could themselves be sold or included in a

bequest, thus continuing, even after the death of the artist, the artist’s authority to apply

arbitrary limits to the production of the inherently reproducible.

The limited edition also played an important role in the process of defining prints as

works of authorship, particularly as photographs took over from prints the utilitarian

function of reproduction. Though long practiced in the form referred to as prints of in-

vention, the “original print” only developed as a clearly defined category in the nineteenth

century. It was also during the nineteenth century that the artist’s signature on prints,

which had the practical function of conveying the artist’s approval of the impression, be-

gan to be used within the print trade as a way of increasing the value of prints—a practice

Whistler is particularly well known for having exploited.21 Ongoing attempts to find a bal-

ance between inherent reproducibility and originality are evident in conventions that em-

phasize the artist’s direct involvement in the process, most significantly those articulated

by the Third International Congress of Artists (Vienna, 1960), which defined originals as

only those prints “for which the artist made the original plate, cut the wood block, worked

on the stone or any other material.”22 Yet it is telling that this definition, with its attempt

to retain some version of the artist’s hand, was established at the very moment when it was

destined for obsolescence. The following decade was marked by a vast increase in the pro-

duction of multiples, evident particularly in the context of pop art, where the functional

definition of originality articulated in the requirement for the artist’s physical presence in
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the making of a multiple gave way to techniques and strategies that removed traces of the

hand even as the artist’s signature and process of selection or designation remained vital.

The increasingly central role played by techniques of mechanical reproduction in the

creation of works of art also subjected the museum to a further redefinition. At issue was

not just the means by which the work had been produced, but the eclectic assembly of

forms and images enabled by the copy. It was the paradox inherent in the photograph’s

dual role as both reproduction used to document works of art and a form of art in itself that

Douglas Crimp pointed to when he suggested that Malraux made a “fatal error” in bring-

ing the photograph into his imaginary museum not just as vehicle but also as object. The

resulting heterogeneity is, for Crimp, embodied in Robert Rauschenberg’s use of photo

silkscreens to juxtapose a range of images that are held together but not unified by their

tenuous connection as reproductions.23 It was, however, Andy Warhol’s use of photo

silkscreens that presented the most concerted challenge to traditional definitions of

originality. In the silkscreen paintings that he began to produce in 1962, Warhol pursued

inherent multiplicity in the repeated use of screens to produce series of works and in the

serial repetition of an image within the space of a single work. The incorporation of me-

chanical transfer, particularly photo silkscreen processes, removed the hand not only from

prints but also from works made by the application of those same techniques to canvas and

then received in the context of painting.

One of the remarkable features of the Warhol enterprise is the degree to which he was

able to incorporate a delegation not only of production but even of decision-making into

his stance as an artist. Warhol already had practice in subcontracting the work that he did

as a commercial illustrator, using others to help him provide an apparently personal touch

in his hand-colored lithographs, and relying on his mother to produce the extravagant

script and signature that was part of the style for which he was known. His technique of

blotting gave the ink line in his drawings the appearance of a personal touch even as the

method also lent itself to replicating variants of the image through a process of repeated

tracing that could be partially farmed out to his assistants. And even the fake signature was

not always genuine, because when Warhol’s mother was tired of providing the writing,

Warhol’s assistant Nathan Gluck would imitate her script.24 In the commercial work, how-

ever, the production assistance and mechanical interventions were downplayed, so that

Warhol was known for the playful and seemingly personal line that characterized his illus-

trations of shoes and other fashion-oriented subjects. Warhol’s fame as a fine artist, by

contrast, rests on the way he excised traces of his touch and evidence of what would be

thought of as individuality.25 A particularly striking example is immortalized in Emile de

Antonio’s film Painters Painting when Warhol, sitting next to Brigid Berlin, claims that 
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Berlin has been doing all his paintings, and even deflects interview questions to Berlin so

that she can provide his answers.

Warhol’s discovery of his blank, seemingly unworked presentation was a several-stage

process, usually retold as having been driven by suggestions from others. De Antonio has

taken credit for encouraging Warhol’s move away from a painterly approach to pop sub-

jects more akin to that of Johns. In this anecdote, Warhol showed de Antonio two paintings

of Coke bottles. One “was just a big black-and-white Coke bottle. The other was the same

thing except that it was surrounded by Abstract Expressionist hatches and crosses.” For de

Antonio, the gestural painting was “kind of ridiculous,” whereas the one with little evidence

of touch, he told Warhol, “is so clearly your own.”26 Similarly for the selection of one of his

most famous subjects, Campbell’s Soup: as Warhol assistant Ted Carey told the story,

Warhol asked his friend Muriel Latow for an idea, which she supplied after demanding and

receiving a check for fifty dollars in payment. In fact he got two ideas for the price of one,

her first being money, the thing she said he liked more than anything else, and the second

that he do something widely recognized, like Campbell’s Soup.27 Another origin myth for

the images of money, specifically the two-dollar bills, appears in the story of Eleanor Ward’s

visit to Warhol’s studio, where she reportedly told him that she would give him a show at

her Stable Gallery, his first in New York, but only if he made her a painting of a two-dollar

bill like the one she carried for luck.28 And Warhol’s own answer to the question of why he

did the soup cans was that Campbell’s Soup was what he always had for lunch, “the same

thing over and over again” for twenty years.29 Henry Geldzahler assumes credit for another

breakthrough, the 129 Die in Jet (Plane Crash) of 1962, which reportedly came about when

he showed Warhol the June 4, 1962 New York Mirror with banner headlines about the air-

plane disaster and told him that he should be doing works about death rather than just glo-

rifying consumerism. Warhol took the suggestion even more literally, producing one of his

last hand-painted works in a direct copy of the tabloid front page.30 David Bourdon points

out, however, that Warhol was constantly soliciting ideas, only a few of which he used, so

that he was involved in a process of selection even if it masqueraded as a blank responsive-

ness to suggestion.31 He thus made sure that decisions he did make were deflected onto oth-

ers, even if he ultimately backed away from his more extreme claims about having others

make all his work for him.

Warhol explored various strategies to remove the evidence of his hand or touch from

the work that he was beginning to produce for the fine-art context. The dance diagrams

or the thirty-two Campbell’s Soup paintings, which comprised his first major show at

the Ferus Gallery in Los Angeles in 1962, were produced through projected enlargements,

though he may also have used a rubbed transfer of a pencil tracing to maintain the unifor-

mity of the soup can images.32 The soup can paintings were also an early example of his use



of serial production with slight variation, in this case based on the selections available in

the Campbell’s product line that was their subject. The important development in the early

Coca-Cola works was his incorporation of serial repetition into the space of a single can-

vas together with the use of forms of mechanical reproduction to duplicate the images. An

early method was stamping, quickly replaced by hand-cut silkscreen images, and then by

the photo silkscreens that provided Warhol with the perfect medium in which to perform

the withdrawal of authorship.

Ironically, the incorporation of silkscreens into his production became the basis for

Warhol’s fame as a painter. The relatively brief period from 1962, when Warhol began us-

ing the photo silkscreens, to 1965, when he renounced painting in favor of filmmaking, was

a period of amazing output, during which Warhol produced the various series of celebrity

images, name-brand products, and representations of death and disaster that have been the

basis for his enduring reputation as an artist. According to Rainer Crone, in roughly two

years, from August 1962 to the end of 1964, Warhol and his assistants created approximately

2,000 works, including silkscreen paintings and the various box replicas. In addition, Crone

reports the production of more than 900 Flowers in various sizes.33 These were also the

works that established Warhol as a celebrity. By the end of this period of intense production,

the 1965 opening for Warhol’s exhibition at the Institute of Contemporary Art in Philadel-

phia was so mobbed that all of the art work had to be taken down to prevent it from getting

crushed by the crowds. Warhol’s response: “It was fabulous: an art opening with no art!”34

Appropriately, by that time he had already announced his retirement from painting while

in Paris for the 1965 exhibition of the Flowers paintings at the Galerie Ileana Sonnabend.

The paintings of this period are perfect examples of multiple copies without an orig-

inal. Warhol’s deployment of silkscreen allowed plenty of room for the chance or accident

that introduces variations even if the works are not about touch. Differences are endemic in

the inking and registration of the screens, and the application of the images to unstretched,

sometimes even uncut lengths of canvas introduced other variables when they were

mounted. Warhol kept the screens for future use, but the disparate applications meant that

the paintings were not produced in editions; rather, the differences in background color,

number of repetitions, overlapping, or how they were printed tended to result in open-

ended sets of variants rather than identical repetitions. Warhol employed assistants in the

context of a studio famously known as the Factory to produce works generated using me-

chanical means to capture and transfer found images that he did not always even select

himself. But the works are nonetheless understood as Warhol’s because his particular form

of authorship, one could even say his original contribution, encompassed this systematic

evacuation of evident participation.
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Thus as Warhol made familiar, name-brand products as well as celebrity images the

subject of his work, he made the empty, market-driven sign into the basis of his signature

style. The ultimate impact of Warhol’s process can be felt in the degree to which he suc-

ceeded in creating a fine-art product line, replete with various forms of outsourcing and,

as he became more successful, celebrity endorsements and licensing agreements. He even

found ways to make sure that reflections on art and on himself, presented as his, were pro-

duced through a form of collective authorship. Colacello describes what he termed “a lit-

erary assembly line” for the writing of The Philosophy of Andy Warhol: “When I finished

the chapter, I handed it to Andy. . . . He took it home that night and read it over the phone

to Brigid Berlin, taping her reaction. Then he gave the tape to Pat Hackett, telling her to

‘make it better.’ So now the ghostwriter had a ghostwriter, Factory-style.”35 It was Warhol’s

own idea, Colacello says, to lift the opening description of what he saw when he looked at

himself in the mirror each morning from accounts that had appeared in newspaper and

magazine articles over the years. The twist that Warhol gave to this collective authorship

was the corporate twist—with the combined efforts presented under his brand name.

Echoes of the readymade reverberate in Warhol’s removal of the hand of the artist in

favor of the power of designation. Warhol’s specific connections to Duchamp included the

purchase of a Box in a Valise during the early 1960s, his attending the opening of Duchamp’s

1963 show at the Pasadena Art Museum during a visit to Los Angeles, the silkscreened

Mona Lisa paintings from 1963, with their echo of Duchamp’s L.H.O.O.Q., his filming of

Duchamp in 1966, and his purchase of a Fountain from the Schwarz edition. Warhol even

produced an actual readymade for the 1964 “American Supermarket” exhibition at the

Bianchini Gallery, a stack of signed Campbell’s Soup cans, sold at the price of three for

$18.36 However, this genuine readymade was more of a novelty item and relatively periph-

eral to Warhol’s work. According to Colacello, “When he got bored in a restaurant, or

wanted to charm potential clients, he did what he called ‘my Duchamp number’—and

signed the spoons, forks, knives, plates, cups, ashtrays, and gave them away. Except Andy

never used the word signature—it was always autograph.”37 In this context Warhol’s sig-

nature took on an added layer of quotation, with Warhol playing the role of the celebrity

acknowledging his fans.

The remade readymade played a more central role for Warhol, with its most specific

appearance in the Brillo boxes and other cartons (Heinz ketchup, Kellogg’s corn flakes, Del

Monte peach halves, Campbell’s tomato juice) made to duplicate the appearance of their

prototypes. Their selection echoes Duchamp’s declared indifference, since Warhol had to

impose his own will in order to come up with boxes that were sufficiently artless. Warhol

first sent Gluck to pick them out. But Gluck came back with boxes that appealed to him 



because of ornate imagery, remembered as “grapefruit with maybe palm trees or crazy

flamingos,” and the like—kitsch, in other words.38 By contrast, the cartons Warhol se-

lected conveyed a utilitarian familiarity. To make the replicas, Warhol employed silkscreen

on wood boxes that were made to appear identical to each other and to the cartons that

they reproduced. One form of mechanical reproduction was therefore used to duplicate

another form of printed surface, but the shift of materials added subtle change to the more

dramatic transformation that resulted from their recontextualization. The deployment of

serial repetition also suggests one of the most obvious parallels with strategies later associ-

ated with minimalism, both in the repetition of identical, preplanned units and the activa-

tion of the gallery space when the boxes were arranged in a grid across the floor.
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What happens when a work of art that plays with everyday forms leaves the protective

confines of the gallery or museum? It is now remarkably common to find Warhol’s boxes

protectively encased in a Plexiglas vitrine when they appear on display. But at the time they

were first being shown, the transformation in a work that so closely mimicked its proto-

type sometimes failed to register, particularly when the work was on the road. Questions

of definition arose in a 1965 incident when Warhol’s works based on the Brillo and Camp-

bell’s tomato juice cartons were denied status as works of art and would have been subject

to duty when a Canadian gallery attempted to include them in an exhibition.39 Here there

are further parallels to Duchamp, since the Pasadena Museum of Art had had similar prob-

lems only two years before with U.S. customs around readymades that were shipped from

Sweden for the 1963 Duchamp retrospective. In that case the museum was assessed in-

creased duties based on the fact that they were not “original works of art”—a decision that

Walter Hopps protested in a letter that described the “unique aesthetic innovation” of the

readymades and compared the different versions to the multiples produced by traditional

bronze casting.40 And Duchamp himself had been involved in a much earlier customs

problem involving a group of Brancusi’s sculptures that Duchamp brought over from

Paris in 1926 for an exhibition in New York. In this case the sculptures were assessed the

forty percent tariff applied to miscellaneous goods rather than being allowed the exemp-

tion for original works of art because, according to the customs official, Brancusi “left too

much to the imagination.” Brancusi’s supporters were, however, able to line up enough

testimony during the ensuing lawsuit to convince a judge that, even if the work did not

meet a contemporary dictionary definition centered on the imitation of nature, it was at

least “the original production of a professional sculptor.”41 The sticking point in the ear-

lier incident was abstraction, whereas in the later it was verisimilitude. But the verisimili-

tude was itself of a specialized type—with objects close or even identical in appearance and

material to manufactured instead of natural forms.

One of Warhol’s most striking contributions was the incisive critique of the lure of

the commodity in a media-driven culture, achieved through his seemingly blank reflection

of appearances as well as the strategy of numbing repetition. The appeal of the products

Warhol selected for his treatment, however, is based on design as well as promotion, so an

anonymous author (the designer) whose work helped promote the product is replaced by

the artist whose recontextualization serves as a comment on the product’s cultural famil-

iarity. In an ironic twist, the Brillo box that Warhol appropriated had been created by an

abstract expressionist painter, James Harvey, whose day job was industrial design. A review

of Warhol’s 1964 show at the Stable Gallery quotes a press release from the design firm

where Harvey worked: “this makes Jim scream, ‘Andy is running away with my box.’”42



However, Irving Sandler’s recollection of the incident, recounted to Smith, indicates that

this might have been more of a publicity stunt than actual outrage, since Harvey purport-

edly disclaimed any involvement in the press release. Sandler suggested to Harvey that he

should counter Warhol’s show by signing the actual boxes himself, and Harvey followed

up by sending Sandler a signed box. “Warhol found out about it and called Harvey and

offered to trade, but shortly after, before anything happened, Harvey died.” So, according

to Sandler, “the trade never took place, and I have the only real Brillo Box, the original.”43

Images based on other images raise complex issues about ownership as well as author-

ship. The Flowers, which coincided with Warhol’s announced retirement from painting,

were less immediately recognizable as a specific reference to a media or commodity source.

Writing in 1970, Rainer Crone described the Flowers paintings as “unique in Warhol’s pro-

duction by virtue of their meaningless image content,” a dubious honor he ascribed to

“strictly decorative” qualities shared only by the Cow Wallpaper and the Silver Clouds.44

The Flowers were also produced in such tremendous volume that they virtually filled the

walls for the exhibitions at the Castelli Gallery in New York in 1964 and the Sonnabend in
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Paris in 1965. It was, of course, extensive studio assistance that allowed Warhol to produce

the Flowers paintings, with their sheer numbers suggesting at least the partial fulfillment of

a desire he had earlier expressed to G. R. Swenson: “I think somebody should be able to do

all my paintings for me. . . . I think it would be great if more people took up silk screens so

that no one would know whether my picture was mine or somebody else’s.”45 Yet the full

implications of the statement were destined to be realized in a different quarter.

A group of closely related paintings of flowers was exhibited at the Bianchini Gallery

in New York in 1965. They were identical in the method of production, format, and the use

of color variations to differentiate individual paintings. Only these paintings, rather than

being titled simply Flowers, went by the title Warhol Flowers, and their author was an artist

by the name of Sturtevant. She made them using screens given to her by Warhol, so there

is little to distinguish them from Warhol’s own flower paintings, made under his supervi-

sion from the same screens. According to Sturtevant, Warhol first gave her the silk screens

for the flowers and then, when she wanted to do the Marilyn, let her come to his studio and

look through all of his silk screens.46 While it is certainly possible to identify methods and

Sturtevant, Warhol Flowers, 1964/
1965. Silkscreen on canvas, 22" ×
22". Courtesy the artist and Galerie
Thaddaeus Ropac, Paris.



conventions characteristic of Warhol’s work, there nonetheless might be little discernible

difference between a silkscreened work produced with the help of his studio assistants and

the work that Sturtevant produced after Warhol using the screens that he gave her. The

originality of Sturtevant’s work therefore derives from a further act of recontextualization.

Included in the same exhibition were other examples where the expected author was like-

wise displaced into the title: Johns Flag, Oldenburg Shirt, Stella Concentric Painting, and so

on, such that these relatively disparate works achieved a new if tenuous unity under Sturte-

vant’s authorship.

Sturtevant has described her work in terms that suggest not so much a process of

copying as an apprenticeship in the ideas and methods of the artists whose work she has re-

made. The difference between her remakes of Warhol’s works, using the same screens that

were deployed for him by assistants, and her versions of Johns’s paintings of flags, targets,

or numbers points to the difference of touch in those works. Nonetheless, when a flag

painting by Johns was stolen from Rauschenberg’s 1955 Short Circuit, it was replaced by a

Sturtevant replica, adding a further layer of irony to the already complex layering of au-

thorship in this ensemble of objects and images that included an oil painting by Susan Weil

(visible, like the flag, only when the hinged doors are in their open position) and a collage

by Ray Johnson in the lower register.47 And the works after Stella that Sturtevant produced

during the 1960s may or may not have inspired a parody article entitled “The Fake as

More,” presented as the work of Cheryl Bernstein in Gregory Battcock’s 1973 anthology

Idea Art—an essay Carol Duncan subsequently acknowledged as her own, composed in

collaboration with Andrew Duncan in response to the theoretical discourse appearing in

Artforum around the time of its writing in 1970.48 In turn, Thomas Crow brought renewed

attention to the article in a 1986 essay that pointed to its precedent for 1980s appropriation,

though it was only in a subsequent revision that Crow introduced Sturtevant as a central

figure for his argument, bringing her in with the suggestion that it was “curious, in fact,

how much the fictitious replicater for a time came to overshadow the genuine prototype in

Elaine Sturtevant.”49

While there is a tendency to view Sturtevant in light of later forms of appropriation

associated with the 1980s, many of her works served to highlight the degree to which her

sources were already using forms and images that raised questions about originality or

uniqueness. Thus paintings after Stella’s work that Sturtevant produced in 1989 and 1990

have included her own multiple renderings of paintings from the 1960 aluminum series that

Stella himself made in more than one version. Sturtevant has described 1980s appropria-

tion as a movement that “allowed entry into my work” and also “made me into a precur-

sor—not a bad place to be.”50 Yet there are clear differences between Sturtevant’s concerns
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and those of the subsequent generation to which she has been linked. In response to Bill

Arning’s questions about the significance of her decision to appropriate exclusively male

artists, she claimed that it was coincidental, insisting, “My choices are made on another

level.”51 The refusal to consider the significance of a female artist choosing to replicate the

work of an all-male group of artists is one important distinction between Sturtevant and

Levine. Sturtevant was also working in historical proximity to many of the artists she took

up, with attendant perils suggested by Claes Oldenburg’s shift from supporter to antago-

nist when she recreated his 1961 installation, The Store, in 1967. The temporal closeness be-

tween source and copy characteristic of Sturtevant’s early work therefore stands in contrast

to the approach taken by Levine, where the delay, sometimes more than a century, opens

up different readings of the return.

Sturtevant’s silkscreen flower paintings raise key issues about the layering of author-

ship claims as images based on other images are appropriated and recontextualized. But

the original photograph used in Warhol’s screens was the work of yet another author,

Patricia Caulfield, who instituted a lawsuit against Warhol for infringing on her copyright

in the photograph, which he had taken from a magazine. Caulfield discovered the use of

Robert Rauschenberg, Short Circuit,
1955 (closed position). Combine
painting, 403⁄4" × 371⁄2". Collection
Robert Rauschenberg. © Robert
Rauschenberg / Licensed by VAGA,
New York. Photo: David Heald. 



her photograph in 1965, not long after Warhol began the series, when she saw a poster of

Warhol’s work in the window of a New York bookstore. While Warhol may have estab-

lished himself as the author of the tremendously successful series of silkscreen paintings

entitled Flowers, Caulfield could claim legal authorship, and therefore ownership, of the

underlying photograph. Ultimately the case was settled out of court, with Warhol agreeing

to give Caulfield and her attorney two of the Flowers paintings, and also to give Caulfield a

royalty for future use of the image.52

A comparison between Caulfield’s photograph and Warhol’s silkscreen paintings

shows his adjustments to the image. Her close-up of multiple hibiscus flowers in a hori-

zontal format has been cropped to square in Warhol’s image of four flowers, and the flower

furthest in the corner of the square has been rotated and moved slightly closer to the oth-

ers in order to fit that format. The image has also been further flattened by the removal

of detail, with the flowers printed first as silhouetted areas of color. Only the center of

each flower has been retained (simplified and made smaller than in the original photo) and

overprinted on the flower as part of the same screen with the surrounding foliage. Though

the shapes of the silhouetted flowers were based on the original image, it is only in the 
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adjacent areas that much of the photographic detail has been retained. Warhol produced

the paintings in different sizes and orientations, with some examples further cropped to

only two flowers, and variety was also maintained, particularly in the tremendous number

of small paintings made using the same screens, by changes in the color combinations. The

changes in medium, scale, and color certainly transformed the image, but not so much that

Caulfield failed to recognize its source.

Ivan Karp, who was working at the Castelli Gallery at the time of Warhol’s 1964 exhi-

bition, remembers the copyright problems with the Flowers as “some legal hassle, which is

really unfortunate, because he had to pay off with some very valuable pictures.” According

to Karp, Warhol “was very innocent of doing a disservice to this photographer because this

photograph was not what you might call a ‘remarkable photograph.’ It was not an earth-

shaking photograph, but Warhol made a remarkable series of paintings out of it . . . they

were totally successful, and we sold them all!”53 Crone was equally certain about who should

get the credit for the success of the work. “Warhol had found the original photo in a

woman’s magazine; it had won second prize in a contest for the best snapshot taken by a

housewife,” was his dismissive summation.54 Both Karp and Crone defended Warhol’s

claim over the image by insisting that he was more capable of putting it to interesting use

than was the woman who happened, perhaps even accidentally, to click the shutter. But the

description of Caulfield as an amateur, which has persisted, following Crone, in the Warhol

literature, has little to do with her actual status. In fact the image was published in the mag-

azine Modern Photography as part of an article about color processors.55 The photograph is

clearly attributed in a caption to Executive Editor Patricia Caulfield, which is also how her

name appears on the magazine’s masthead, immediately below that of the publisher. And

the image would have been hard to miss, since it appears both on the cover and in a two-

sided glossy color foldout, where Warhol’s multiple use is already suggested in the repeti-

tion and variation used to show shifts in the color relations from different processing

decisions. In fact its composition was the result of a succession of highly conscious deci-

sions. Caulfield came across the vase of hibiscus flowers in a restaurant in Barbados, where

it was set off by a play of light so striking that she interrupted her lunch, got her camera and

tripod, and recorded the subject in multiple photographs. The image published in the

magazine was further composed through cropping to create the tight arrangement of flow-

ers and foliage that obviously appealed to Warhol.56

In the case of the Flowers there are at least three contenders for authorship: Caulfield

for the original photograph, Warhol for its reinterpretation as a series of silkscreened

images, and Sturtevant for the recontextualization of the reinterpretation. Other lesser

claimants include Geldzahler, sometimes credited with coming across the photo while



paging through magazines and suggesting its use to Warhol, and the various assistants who

helped produce the works using some of the same screens later used by Sturtevant, but un-

der the umbrella of Warhol’s Factory production and authorship. Warhol’s better-known

authorship claim over the Flowers paintings is thus bracketed by the work of two female

authors, one disparaged by Warhol’s supporters, and another uninterested in considering

the significance of gender in the assertion of authorial power. The inaccuracy in Crone’s ac-

count of the Flowers series is telling for how he used both amateur status and the negative

stereotypes ascribed to women’s magazines to assert the priority of Warhol’s appropriation.

Asked some years later about the whole business, Caulfield responded, “What’s irritating

is to have someone like an image enough to use it, but then denigrate the original talent.”57

Caulfield went on to have a substantial career in the field of nature photography. And there

are other reasons why this example of appropriation cannot be made to fit the cliché of high-

minded artistic interest coming in conflict with the banal world of commercial image pro-

duction. Karp’s complaint about the unfairness of Warhol having to pay out for the photo

used in Flowers with valuable art work assumed a greater artistic merit as the basis for the

greater importance of Warhol’s version. But he also emphasized, in the same breath, how

salable Warhol’s paintings were—their success, in fact, as artistic commodities.

In his early work Warhol had an unerring eye for resonant images that could be made

to speak of the culture from which they were plucked simply as a result of the way they were

transferred, blown up, or reiterated. Crow, in particular, has contested the reading of

Warhol’s imagery (following Warhol’s own pronouncements) as passive and impersonal,

arguing the significance of subjects associated with death or suffering in Warhol’s early

work.58 Many of the photographs Warhol selected were so telling that they seemed to be-

long to the culture at large. But for the original photographers, the familiarity or historic

significance of a particular image did not make it anonymous, an authorless image waiting

for Warhol to fill the void. Warhol’s use of images published in Life magazine therefore

sparked protests from Charles Moore, whose photographs from a 1963 story in Life were

the basis for the 1963–1964 Race Riot series, and Fred Ward, whose photograph of Jacque-

line Kennedy that appeared on the cover of Life not long after the assassination of John F.

Kennedy became part of Warhol’s 1963–1964 Jackie series. In both of these cases Warhol

again used works of art to settle out of court, with Ward receiving a painting from the Jackie

series and Moore, in an ironic twist, winding up with prints from the Flowers portfolio.59

Warhol’s legal problems led him to change his methods in his later work, relying more on

photographs produced by assistants or going through the process of getting copyright per-

mission when he used cartoon characters in his 1981 Myths series.60 And the Warhol Foun-

dation has taken out insurance against future copyright claims, a fact brought to light by a
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lawsuit between the foundation and the insurance company about paying a claim from a

1996 copyright infringement case brought by yet another photographer whose work for

Life was incorporated by Warhol into his Jackie series, in this case Henri Dauman’s photo-

graphs of Jacqueline Kennedy at the funeral of the president. Nor was Warhol the only

artist to face such problems. Rauschenberg was also sued by photographer Morton Beebe

over his incorporation of Beebe’s photograph of a diver in his 1974 Pull. One reason Beebe

was annoyed when he discovered the use of his work was his knowledge of Rauschenberg’s

active support for artists’ rights. Though the case was settled out of court for less than

Beebe initially demanded, authorship was to a degree restored by the promise that, when

reproduced, the print would be accompanied by the statement that “the image of the Diver

in Pull is after a photograph by Morton Beebe.”61

Although Rauschenberg and Warhol used the medium of photo silkscreen to largely

different ends, both employed this form of mechanical reproduction in ways that made

the act of copying an explicit part of the work and helped distinguish this postmodern

copying from earlier traditions. The borrowed motifs that appear in Renaissance and ba-

roque art, though aided by mechanical reproduction in the reliance on prints, assimilated

the source material into the subsequent work. Similarly, the classical models or prototypes

used as the basis for academic training were supposed to become integral to the artist’s for-

mal vocabulary.62 In postmodern forms of borrowing based on mechanical reproduction,

the obvious copy effects a different kind of critique of originality articulated in the layering

of quotation and reference. Equally important is how the suspended process of assimila-

tion serves to demonstrate that meaning is contingent and mutable, based on the relation-

ship between a given element and the context of its presentation.

The economic importance of the images that pervade contemporary culture can pre-

sent difficulties for artists whose work is based on an evident process of borrowing and

quotation. Yet the idea that the meaning of a work may be transformed as a result of frag-

mentation and recontextualization did receive a degree of legal support in a case concern-

ing the plucking of a fragment from its role within an ensemble of images. In 1990 David

Wojnarowicz sued Donald Wildmon and the American Family Association over a pam-

phlet that reproduced fragments of Wojnarowicz’s work, many of them explicit images of

gay sex, in an envelope marked “Caution—Contains Extremely Offensive Material.” The

fragments were taken from works illustrated in the catalogue for Wojnarowicz’s  1990

“Tongues of Flame” exhibition, partially funded by the National Endowment for the Arts.

In the original works, however, the more explicit vignettes were part of larger ensembles of

images that drew their critical power from the sometimes pointed and at other times more

ambiguously open-ended juxtapositions of many different types of imagery.



Andy Warhol, Mustard Race Riot,
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Andy Warhol Foundation for the 
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Inc. / Art Resource, NY.



The case against Wildmon was based in part on the fact that there are certain situa-

tions in which artistic authorship does enjoy special status and protection. Wojnarowicz

was able to show that Wildmon’s pamphlet violated the provisions of the New York Artists’

Authorship Rights Act against displaying or publishing without permission a work of art

“in an altered, defaced, mutilated or modified form” as the work of the artist if “damage

to the artist’s reputation is reasonably likely to result therefrom.” In his decision, Judge

William Conner found that, “By excising and reproducing only small portions of plaintiff’s

work, defendants have largely reduced plaintiff’s multi-imaged works of art to solely sex-

ual images, devoid of any political and artistic content.”63 The decision required Wildmon

to mail a court-approved correction to the hundreds of recipients of the original pamphlet,

but because he could not show any canceled exhibitions or lost sales resulting from the

pamphlet, Wojnarowicz was awarded only a token $1.00 for damages. And Wildmon’s

lawyers relied successfully on the fair use provision in the copyright code to argue against

Wojnarowicz’s claim of infringement. It is this exception that allows for the use, in certain

circumstances, of material that is protected by copyright, with the fair use factors to be

taken into consideration articulated in the 1976 revision of the copyright code as: “(1) the

purpose and character of the use, including whether such use is of a commercial nature or

is for nonprofit purposes; (2) the nature of the copyrighted work; (3) the amount and sub-

stantiality of the portion used in relation to the copyrighted work as a whole; and (4) the

effect of the use on the potential market for or value of the copyrighted work.” Although

the judge noted that the pamphlet was part of a fundraising effort, which would argue for

its commercial rather than nonprofit use, he found that its main objective was an argument

against federal arts funding, and that it was therefore a form of criticism and comment rec-

ognized as fair use.

For a time it seemed possible that fair use might also apply to works of art based on

strategies of quotation and recontextualization. The question was whether criticism and

commentary of a work could, following precedents established for parody, include works

of art that deploy the copy as a form of critique. A crucial distinction for parody cases, how-

ever, concerns the amount needed to evoke the original, whereas postmodern appropria-

tion is likely to involve a more wholesale copying. For Fredric Jameson, one of the key

markers of the postmodern attitude was the deployment of a form of blank parody or pas-

tiche. Parody plays on individual stylistic eccentricities and in doing so assumes a norm

from which the object of the parody is shown to diverge. But pastiche, “parody that has lost

its sense of humor” as Jameson describes it, skims the surface of a decentered heterogene-

ity.64 In the visual arts, evidence of this attitude appears in contemporary forms in which in-

dividual style in the traditional sense has been supplanted by authorship identified with a



particular set of interests, selections, or processes where the end results are more likely to be

linked conceptually than through stylistic unity. Warhol’s early silkscreen paintings are the

outcome of a process of selection (whether Warhol’s own or not) and mechanical transla-

tion in which the impact of the work depended both on Warhol’s treatment and the simul-

taneously undisguised impact of the underlying image. Jeff Koons, following in Warhol’s

footsteps as a prominent representative of a later wave of appropriation, also drew from

the realm of mass production, recontextualizing but leaving the appeal of the basic com-

modity intact. Given how legal arguments in support of Koons’s appropriation fared, how-

ever, it seems that Warhol may have been wise to settle his earlier cases out of court.

Fair use was the basis for Koons’s defense in a series of copyright infringement suits

arising from works in his 1988 “Banality Show.” And unlike most copyright cases that have

been decided out of court, the decisions in the lawsuits against Koons set precedents with

broad implications for image use by artists employing strategies of appropriation. Pho-

tographer Art Rogers brought suit against Koons for copyright infringement in 1989 after

a friend drew his attention to a reproduction of Koons’s String of Puppies sculpture on the

front page of the calendar section of the Los Angeles Times. String of Puppies was based on

a black-and-white greeting card photograph of a couple holding eight German shepherd

puppies that Koons had purchased in a gift shop. Like many of the other works in the “Ba-

nality Show” produced from photographic sources, String of Puppies involved both direct

copying and significant transformation, with the oddly amputated legs of the couple, sim-

ilar to the disturbing truncation of the head in Woman in Tub, representing a three-

dimensional translation of the type of cropping found in the two-dimensional images that

served as prototypes. Koons nevertheless did indicate a number of changes—including the

colors used throughout, the flowers that he added in the hair of the man and woman, and

the exaggerated noses on the puppies based on a cartoon character—before handing the

photo over to the studio he used in Italy to be fabricated in an edition of three life-sized

painted wood sculptures plus one artist’s proof.

Once again the case highlights the collision of two types of authors. Koons’s better-

known work incorporated various forms of selection and extensive use of assistants and

outside fabricators in the production of the object. Rogers was directly involved in taking

the photograph, but he licensed its reproduction in a format where its connection to a spe-

cific author would be secondary to its appeal as an image. Koons used the photograph

because, to him, it represented generic kitsch, and it is certainly the same qualities read

straight—the cuteness and familial warmth of the image—that would have attracted less

cynical purchasers of the card. But according to the legal definition, Rogers is very much

an author, regardless of how he chose to license his image. Nor was Koons’s defense helped 
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Jeff Koons, String of Puppies, 1988.
Polychromed wood, 42" × 62" × 37".
Courtesy the artist and Gagosian
Gallery, New York.



by his eager embrace of forms associated with the commodity, including his decision to

take the money that could have been spent on a catalogue for the “Banality Show” and use

it for the purposely kitsch full-color, full-page exhibition ads that appeared in Artforum,

Art in America, Flash Art, and Arts Magazine.65 In the legal realm such deliberate provoca-

tions contributed to a judgment that found in Koons’s work not consummate irony, but

rather the creation of a set of valuable limited-edition commodities that relied on the cre-

ative work expressed in the underlying images.

The district court that heard the copyright lawsuit brought by Rogers against Koons

refused to give Koons’s high-priced, limited-edition sculptures priority over the inexpen-

sive, mass-produced note card edition of Rogers’s photograph, and the lower court ruling

was subsequently affirmed in an appeals court decision that found Koons’s copying “so de-

liberate as to suggest that defendants resolved so long as they were significant players in the

art business, and the copies they produced bettered the prices of the copied work by a thou-

sand to one, their piracy of a less well-known artist’s work would escape being sullied by

an accusation of plagiarism.” The appeals court also drew a distinction between creating a

parody of modern society in general and a parody directed at a specific work, finding that

the obscurity of the original meant that the Koons’s work was unlikely, even if less directly

copied, to read as a parody of a specific source.66

Nor was the suit brought by Rogers the only case concerning works in the “Banality

Show.” A second one, brought by United Feature Syndicate, concerned Koons’s sculpture

Wild Boy and Puppy. There, however, rather than using a relatively obscure photograph as

a model, Koons had adapted the copyrighted cartoon character of Odie from the Garfield

comics. Because Wild Boy and Puppy was based on a well-known character, the use seemed

to raise a somewhat different set of issues. Some commentators have attempted to draw a

distinction between using a less well-known image taken from the world of popular cul-

ture and a cartoon character that has become part of a shared cultural vocabulary.67 The

counterargument, however, is to ask why the more successful author should be penalized

by having his or her creation subject to appropriation simply because it has become well

known.68 With respect to the characters used for Wild Boy and Puppy, the district court

concluded that they had not lost copyright protection simply because they had become

part of American culture. In the wake of this second setback, Koons settled all four cases

that arose out of the “Banality Show,” including two other pending lawsuits, one by MGM,

brought in response to Koons’s use of the Pink Panther character in his sculpture of the

same name, and the other by photographer Barbara Campbell concerning a greeting card

picture used as the basis for his Ushering in Banality.
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While the Koons decisions sent a message that there is no automatic artistic immu-

nity for the appropriation of copyrighted images, the lack of visibility as long as the ap-

propriating work remains within the art world means that most such uses are likely to

remain undetected. Koons’s success helped spark his legal problems, since it was only af-

ter his work was reproduced in mass-media channels that Rogers became aware of his act

of appropriation. Similarly, Caulfield discovered Warhol’s Flowers by seeing a poster based

on the work, Moore found out about Red Race Riot after it was reproduced in a Time mag-

azine profile on Warhol, and Dauman only noticed Warhol’s image use when Sixteen Jack-

ies made news because of its sale price at a 1992 auction. Such was also the case with a

lawsuit that Thomas Hoepker filed against Barbara Kruger in 2000 over the photograph

she incorporated in her 1990 work Untitled (It’s a small world but not if you have to clean it),

since the publicity surrounding Kruger’s 2000 retrospective at the Whitney brought the

work to Hoepker’s attention, particularly its use in billboards advertising the exhibition as

well as merchandise like T-shirts, notepads, and magnets available at the museum gift shop.

At certain moments, and in the hands of specific artists, the discordant effect of bring-

ing unexpected objects or imagery into galleries or museums has produced a sharply crit-

ical edge. But as art institutions and even some artists have become involved in licensing

agreements and the sale of reproductions themselves, works of art that incorporate ver-

sions of the readymade have returned to the realm of mass production as a kind of designer

commodity. In particular, the volume of licensed Warhol merchandise shows the inter-

section of Warhol the artist, whose incisive challenge to artistic conventions included

the incorporation of imagery and strategies from mass production, and Warhol the name

brand, whose persona and imagery became the basis for a successful marketing strategy

that endures long after his death in 1987.

In an early and often-cited case involving circus posters, Supreme Court Justice Oliver

Wendell Holmes addressed the issue of artistic copying, stating: “Others are free to copy

the original. They are not free to copy the copy. . . . The copy is the personal reaction of an

individual upon nature.”69 The same case also established that copyright protection does

not depend on the artistic merit of the work in question. Yet the environment of the image

has changed dramatically in the century since this decision. In an economy based on pro-

moting consumer identification with products, the reaction of the individual upon the

commodity can be an equally pressing subject for the artist. The iconic nature of the im-

ages that Warhol used as the basis for his early 1960s silkscreen work speaks clearly to their

broader cultural power. Copies based explicitly on preexisting images point to the impor-

tance of images that are broadly reproduced and therefore part of a familiar landscape. The

crucial difference for artists between the use of mass-media images and trademark designs



rather than the natural landscape as subject matter is that the already-encoded is likely to

be the already-commodified.

If ownership is based on originality, the question of what and how much may be

owned has become increasingly complex in the face of images based on other images, as

well as the way strategies associated with postmodernism have problematized the very no-

tion of an original. Indeed, it is the paradox of an ever-receding original that Levine high-

lights in her photographs after Edward Weston’s pictures of his son Neil. On the one hand

the works seem to fit the paradigm of the difference between the copy after nature and the

copy after the copy. Yet Crimp has pointed out how much the figure in Weston’s image re-

calls the contrapposto pose familiar from classical sculpture.70 Levine’s appropriation, sit-

uated at one extreme in a succession that includes many different modes of copying or

assimilation of precedents, thus draws attention to how and where originality may be as-

signed in the context of mechanical reproduction.

A consideration of the act of copying framed primarily as a theoretical argument about

issues of originality and authorship does not, however, account for its extensive and per-

vasive reach in recent practices. The types of copies that appear in contemporary art are as

varied as the materials artists have employed, with the copy’s manifold appearances serv-

ing to indicate its importance as an increasingly significant technique for the making of

what are received as original works. The changes performed by the direct copy can involve

explicit shifts from one medium to another, or the far more subtle recontextualization that

connects appropriation to the readymade. The tremendous power of this process of trans-

formation is evident in works based on layers of mediation, as images, forms, and textures

are subject to multiple processes of translation. In such instances the copy also functions

as a wedge, contributing to the fracturing of the idea of medium in the translation from

one material to another. Photography’s central role in the context of contemporary art can

be ascribed in part to the mediation inherent in the process, even as it is only one of many

forms of copying deployed by contemporary artists. Thus works as different as James

Welling’s small gelatin silver photographs of crumpled foil, and Rachel Whiteread’s resin

casts of the undersides of tables and chairs, show how the process of capture or transmis-

sion itself is crucial even in situations where the artist may be largely responsible for estab-

lishing the form that is thus transformed.

“What I do appropriate is a classic photographic style and the institutional presenta-

tion that goes along with ‘straight’ photography.”71 This was how Welling characterized

the difference between his approach and other forms of photographic appropriation with

which he was often grouped during the 1980s. Yet the early series based on his adaptation

of straight photography to images of draped fabrics or crumpled foil incorporate a double 
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Edward Weston #5), 1980. Black-
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process, first the manipulation of the material that will be the subject of the image, and sec-

ond the taking of the photograph itself. In the intimately detailed close-ups of foil, their

precision only serves to heighten the attention to the photographic transformation itself in

the creation of images that are at once highly detailed and yet abstract. “They are about

something which happens to be very difficult to describe,” was Welling’s own evaluation.

“Everyone sees landscapes—so do I—but the point is, what kind of landscapes are these?

What interests me is this primitive desire to look at shiny, glittering objects of incoherent

beauty.”72 As part of an engagement with photography that has since encompassed clas-

sically detailed black-and-white photographs of railroads or the architecture of H. H.

Richardson, digitally printed images of light sources, and different forms of cameraless ab-

straction in black-and-white photograms of geometrical arrangements or nearly mono-

chromatic fields of color, they suggest an interest in photographic processes as a form of

mediation that can be deployed to a profusion of different ends.

The three-dimensional mode of capturing nuances of texture and form constituted by

the casting process can also be employed so that the translation itself is part of the subject

of the work. The defamiliarized yet particular quality of Whiteread’s sculpture depends on

the simultaneous recording and negation of material specificity—whether it is the three-

story cement interior of her most famous work, the 1993 House, or the more intimate se-

ries of resin casts of the undersides of chairs and tables. Scale as well as composition are

functions of the objects selected, though the impact of the work is equally dependent on

the material used to create the new form. And the materialization of what had been void

further contributes to a transformation that renders the familiar simultaneously abstract.

The 1995 Untitled (One Hundred Spaces), a series of rectangular resin blocks cast from the

undersides of chairs and arrayed across the gallery space, suggests the serial repetition of

minimalism through the copying process, but with the added specificity of the cast, based

on the scale of an object already associated with the habits of the body, and therefore

adding another layer of significance to the relationship established with the viewer. The

fact that the configurations Whiteread copies have ranged from entirely found forms to

ones that she has to varying degrees established herself (forming what will then be trans-

formed) only serves to emphasize the importance of the copy as a technique for making.

In a sense, however, the most powerful testimony to the ability of the copy to trans-

form occurs in situations where the exact copy is unrecognizable as such simply because of

the way the underlying visual information has been mediated or transcribed. Under cer-

tain circumstances the process of selecting, isolating, and moving between different scales

or materials can even result in a literal record that has the appearance of a total abstraction.

Moreover, the application of a predetermined system to the selection or combination of
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found objects or images indicates the important link between certain forms of copying and

strategies significant for conceptual art. All of these considerations are decisive for an un-

derstanding of Allan McCollum’s series of Perpetual Photos, pursued from 1982 to 1989,

where the mechanically recorded image has been transformed to near or total abstraction

simply as a function of cycling through enough different media. The procedure was re-

markably simple: “A snapshot is taken from the television screen when a framed artwork

is seen on the wall behind the dramatic action. The Perpetual Photos are these artworks en-

larged again to a normal scale and reframed by the artist for re-presentation in a tangible

setting.”73 However, the process involves a number of transformations. The works of art

are frequently part of the background of a scene, and therefore relatively small and not nec-

essarily in focus. They have also been transformed by the graininess of the television pic-

ture, and further homogenized by the conversion to black-and-white photographs. Once

these elements are enlarged, the blurry images present both literal records of what has been

mechanically recorded and compositions that appear largely abstract.

Recourse to a system for generating the work is one way that contemporary artists,

drawing upon conceptual art, have participated in a critique of originality while at the same

time looking for ways to take such procedures in new and unexpected directions. It is 

James Welling, Untitled 2-29I-80,
1980. Gelatin silver print, 3 3 ⁄8" × 4".
Courtesy the artist.
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Carnegie International. Courtesy
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Allan McCollum, Perpetual Photo
(No. 119), 1982/1986. Gelatin silver
print, sepia-toned, 621⁄2" × 39".
Courtesy the artist and Friedrich
Petzel Gallery, New York.



therefore not surprising that Levine’s self-conscious search for models or precedents has

also led her to explore ways of using the copy as part of the process for generating ab-

stractions. Her Melt Down paintings respond to the history of the monochrome very

specifically. Levine’s first set of monochromes was inspired by a kind of chance, when a

computer consultant who was helping her generate printouts based on dividing up paint-

ings into grids and averaging out the color for each section also produced an overall reading

of each work—a monochrome, in other words. But because the overall averaging of colors

tended to produce varying shades of gray, Levine turned to the work of Yves Klein. By feed-

ing monochrome works into a computer programmed to produce monochromes, she was

able to create monochromes with the same saturated colors that Klein had used, though

they are also transformed by being painted on wood. Their apparent abstraction derives

from both the process used for the copy and the objects subjected to that process. Ques-

tions of origin or originality are fraught in regard to a form with the radical simplicity of a

monochrome painting, although it is also true that the impact of Klein’s work depends on

a materiality of surface lost in the generations of mechanical reproduction separating his

monochromes and Levine’s. And in asserting the monochrome, Klein was taking up a

form that Rodchenko had already established thirty years earlier.74 Levine’s incorporation,

however, avoids any possible accusation of naive duplication by addressing the weight of

history directly, in a way that has so foregrounded the element of mediation that repetition

itself becomes part of the subject of the work.

Levine’s monochromes came about during the process of making another series,

presented under the similar title of Meltdown—a portfolio of prints from 1989 based on a

computer-generated grid structure. The twelve colored rectangles that made up each grid

were based on computer readings of works by Mondrian, Kirchner, Monet, and Duchamp,

using a program designed to average the color in each of the sections of the grid. The images

fed into the computer were not the paintings themselves, of course, but reproductions,

specifically Levine’s own 1983 photographs, which were photographs of already-reproduced

images. The computer output was then translated into the more traditional medium of

woodblock printing. Yet even though the computer-generated grids used for the Meltdown

prints may not look like photographs of paintings, the works do still retain an indexical

relation, however attenuated, to their source. Collapsed within the final print are all of the

earlier stages in the move from art work to photograph to printed reproduction to photo-

graph to computer-generated grid and, finally, to woodblock print. Each representation of

the painting functions as a screen (or grid) through which visual information is relayed,

with the abstraction of the final work produced by the decision to simplify radically the

grid through which previously detailed information was transmitted.
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Given how central the fact of mediation is to the experience of these prints, it seemed

a bit incongruous to come across Levine’s Meltdown after Duchamp hanging in a 2001

MoMA print exhibition devoted to portraits from the permanent collection. The original

work that Levine subjected to her much-mediated replication was none other than

Duchamp’s L.H.O.O.Q., the work he made in 1919 by amending the Mona Lisa with the

addition of a mustache, goatee, and the vulgar description that can be gleaned from the let-

ters when spoken aloud in French, elle a chaud au cul, or “she has a hot ass.” Duchamp’s

assisted readymade got its power from the dada gesture of applying this irreverent graffito

to a masterpiece of Italian Renaissance painting with a long history of veneration that in-

cludes Vasari’s high praise in his sixteenth-century Lives of the Artists, Walter Pater’s late

nineteenth-century reveries, and Sigmund Freud’s early twentieth-century psychoanalytic

interpretation. The Mona Lisa had also made headlines in Paris not long before Duchamp’s

addendum when it was stolen from the Louvre in 1911, and again two years later when it

was recovered and restored to the museum.75 It is also true that the painting is a portrait,

though the identification of the sitter is less than certain, and its fame is more closely tied

to the identity of its author, Leonardo da Vinci.

But it was not Leonardo’s painting itself that was subject to Duchamp’s gesture.

Rather it was a small color reproduction, a mass-produced chromolithograph less than

eight inches high. It was a harbinger of what would become a sea of copies such that the ex-

perience of this painting in the museum, like that of so many other famous works, is an

encounter with an original made numbingly familiar through its many iterations. Thus

Duchamp was responding not just to the work itself but to a whole history of the work’s

popularization as cultural icon. Duchamp’s gesture was made famous in turn through

published images of the altered version, including Duchamp’s own meticulous reproduc-

tion for the 1941 Box in a Valise, giving Duchamp a kind of priority over appropriations of

the Mona Lisa. So even though Warhol’s 1963 series of Mona Lisa silkscreen paintings may

allude to the fame of the original, it can hardly avoid the subsequent associations that have

attached to the painting. While Leonardo may have maintained his position as author of

the original, Duchamp’s hold over its reproduction was only further affirmed by his 1965

L.H.O.O.Q. Shaved. For this later version of his own gesture, which served as an invitation

to an exhibition preview, Duchamp presented a series of Mona Lisa reproductions from a

pack of playing cards simply mounted on paper without any intervention in the image,

obviously confident that his earlier appropriation would be securely inscribed in the point-

edly unaltered version.

Authorship isolates, frames, and provides the context within which the copy or even

the found object can be designated an honorary original. While categorizing works of art 
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according to author is a mode of organization particularly associated with the rise of the

museum, recent trends allow the artist’s act of making to be replaced by a process of des-

ignation, such that selecting and categorizing can become the act of authorship itself. Un-

der these circumstances, the artist’s designation may alter what is found or copied little or

not at all. What changes is its significance, read in relation to works by the same artist and

the history of related acts by other artists. As the designation of authorship reframes the

image or object, it is removed from a former purpose, becoming simultaneously a com-

ment on that previous function as well as part of a new category of works by the artist. The

reference to an everyday object that has a history of use by artists addresses, by implication,

not just the intersection of art and mass production, but also the entire history of such 

uses. In situations where traditional skills are supplanted by the incorporation of ready-

made elements, mechanical reproduction, or the use of outside fabricators, the sense of

history internalized by the mastery of traditional skills is replaced by a more explicit and

self-conscious structure of reference and quotation. Nor is the association of authorship,

once established for a specific type of work, readily surrendered. Examples of the hold that

an artist can gain over a particular image include Johns and the American flag, or Warhol’s

claim over Campbell’s Soup, such that any subsequent play with the image will be read as

a reference to the artist as well as to the original object. Thus the old apprenticeship in skill

and technique turns into a new apprenticeship in ideas. Multilayered references point not

just to other objects and images, but also to the history of their assimilation into art-

historical and critical traditions.

In deciding to make a cast bronze urinal, Levine chose an object with such a signifi-

cant avant-garde history that the focus on the idea of her recontextualization can make it

hard to appreciate the tremendous sensuality of materials and surface in the object that has

resulted. Yet when Levine took up the urinal, she did so fully aware of how Duchamp had

succeeded in laying claim to this object to such a degree that any further use will be read in

relation to Duchamp’s earlier assertion of authorship. The reference to Duchamp was ob-

vious, although, in another sense, Levine’s Fountain is not a copy at all, because she did not

have to go to a museum original in order to create the replica. For her bronze cast, Levine

went to the same source as Duchamp, the realm of mass production, albeit with a historic

delay. The work activates a whole history of references to earlier readymades and copies of

everyday objects. Such traces are not literally inscribed in the work, but appear in the in-

tersection of the work and its presentation in critical or interpretive contexts where it will

be read in relation to, and become part of, this history.
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Wolfgang Laib, Milkstone, 1988.
Marble and milk, 21⁄2" × 231⁄2" × 301⁄2".
Courtesy Sperone Westwater, New
York.



What might it mean for an exhibition devoted to the twentieth-century still life to end with

Wolfgang Laib’s 1988 Milkstone ? The exhibition was the Museum of Modern Art’s 1997

“Objects of Desire,” and the sculpture was, according to curator Margit Rowell, “a ‘still life’

unlike any we have seen before.”1 The example at MoMA was one of multiple versions of

the work, each made from a relatively low rectangular block of white marble carved with a

slightly concave surface that constitutes the permanent part of the work. The sculpture is

completed by the addition of a thin layer of milk that extends exactly to the edges of the flat

surface and duplicates the white of the marble so precisely that the difference between the

solid stone and the glistening liquid surface is almost imperceptible. The precision and

elegance of the spare, white rectangle is matched by equally exacting requirements for ex-

hibition, including a meticulously level floor and daily milk replacement. For Laib the

pouring of the milk that replenishes the pristine surface of each Milkstone is part of a par-

ticipatory ritual handed on to future exhibitors or owners of the work.2 There, as in Laib’s

other work, the use of specific substances reflects a commitment to nature and to ritual as

a form of spiritual purification, evident for example in those made from pollen that he

spends months harvesting each spring—with the significant difference that the pollen is

carefully retained between appearances, whereas the milk only becomes part of the work

when it is spread in a thin layer on the marble base that it completes. The only obvious con-

nection to the history of the still life is the presence of milk, creating a tenuous link to the

provisions likely to populate traditional paintings of such subjects. But “Objects of Desire”

was an exhibition that dealt head-on with the paradox of trying to apply a traditional genre

category like still life to recent forms of art.

The exhibition opened as one might expect, with modernist paintings by Cézanne,

Picasso, and Matisse that used still life motifs as the basis for each artist’s exploration of



painted form. This work had already announced the end of an earlier era, when still life oc-

cupied a position as one category of painting within a set that also included landscapes,

portraits, history painting, and the images of daily life dubbed genre paintings. Such cate-

gories played a central role in the French Academy where, as Thomas Crow has shown,

history painting was the most prestigious form, even if not always the most financially

lucrative for painters, based on the narrative complexity of the religious and historical

subjects as well as the status associated with state and church commissions.3 The lesser

orders within that hierarchical system, landscape, still life, and portraiture, did not require

the long study of anatomy, classical form, and composition needed to build complex,

multifigure narratives. The absence of narrative combined with the use of familiar, often

directly observed motifs, however, constituted the very qualities that attracted the advanced

painters of the nineteenth century to the lower genres.

By the beginning of the twentieth century the genre categories continued to exist as a

kind of artifact, but their function of organizing the traditional subject matter, so that one

painted particular people, objects, or places, was giving way to their role as vehicles for the

development of modernism. For Clement Greenberg, who complained that illusionistic

painting “dissembled the medium, using art to conceal art,” the important distinctions

could be found not in the subject of a painting, but in the exploration of the medium itself.

The lower genres were little more than stepping stones in Greenberg’s genealogy of ab-

straction. The sequence of discovery in his essay “Modernist Painting” takes the reader

from Manet’s flattening of the picture plane to the explicitness of impressionist paint,

Cézanne’s move away from verisimilitude, and onward through cubism in the march to-

ward abstract expressionism. What was important was the exploration of “the character-

istic methods of a discipline,” which, for painting, resided in abstraction and a near but not

absolute flatness, “in order to entrench it more firmly in its area of competence.”4

The attempt to retain the vestigial category of still life for the twentieth century as a

whole is therefore fraught with paradox. One approach might have been to follow the

thread of the painted still life through its many and various twentieth-century permuta-

tions before, after, and in many cases contrary to high modernist abstraction. But the

MoMA exhibition announced a different direction by the inclusion of actual objects, with

early readymades and surreal assemblages pointing forward to the nearly exclusive focus

on found objects or pop facsimiles in the sections devoted to the 1950s and 1960s. The in-

clusion of the readymade announced the exhibition’s allegiance to an alternate historical

trajectory, leading not to modernist purity but to the postmodern play with reference and

quotation from a range of art as well as nonart sources. Since this narrative deflection re-



quires the embrace of a fractured and wide-ranging field of possibilities, what should be in-

cluded in such an exhibition is far from obvious.

For the periods after the 1960s the selections in “Objects of Desire” could only be de-

scribed as eclectic, with the 1970s largely ignored and the decade of the 1980s represented

by everything from neoexpressionist painting to Charles Ray’s 1989 Tabletop, which con-

sisted of a wooden table populated by a plate, bowl, and other objects that prolonged

contemplation reveals are not sitting still, but slowly spinning with the assistance of

hidden motors. Gerhard Richter’s oil painting of a skull and candle, one of a series show-

ing various configurations of these still life elements, and Cindy Sherman’s color photo-

graph of a table encrusted with wax dripped from burnt-down candles and the remains of

a seemingly bizarre meal, suggested a return to the vanitas theme pervasive in seventeenth-

century Dutch still life traditions. In both cases, however, the sense of quotation is an

essential part of the work. Richter’s 1983 Skull with Candle (shown at MoMA) and the

closely related Two Candles are clearly based on photographic sources, and Sherman’s 1987

Untitled #172, in addition to referencing the tradition of still life painting, employs cheap

and exaggerated props to draw attention to the artifice of the simulated setting. Yet both of

these works, with their layered reference and quotation, were made within a few years of

Laib’s use of pure and unadulterated milk in the context of a work that seems to owe far

more to minimalism than to pop art precedents.

How to compare the incommensurate? Certainly that is one of the most significant

challenges posed by the explosion of possibilities that, by the end of the twentieth century,

left few limits to what could be defined as art. The genre hierarchies of the academic tradi-

tion, with divisions based on subject, or the modernist division of art into broad categories

according to medium, held out the promise that comparison and judgment could take

place within the boundaries set out by each classification system. But the straight line that

Greenberg attempted to draw from the nineteenth to the middle of the twentieth century

was only possible because he dispensed with the many forms of avant-garde activity that

did not fit his push toward purity and specificity. Looking back at this same period, Thierry

de Duve has located in the acceptance of Duchamp’s readymades, with their proposition

that a work of art might be designated rather than made, the establishment of “art in gen-

eral” as a category that trumps previous distinctions. In the wake of the readymade, “you

can now be an artist without being either a painter, or a sculptor, or a composer, or a writer,

or an architect—an artist at large.”5 Yet the existence of work that can only be categorized

according to the widest generic term “art” does not lead de Duve to conclude that the

generic and the particular, the readymade and early twentieth-century modernist painting,
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can be assessed by the same criteria, or that the readymade eradicated painting as a specific

arena of artistic exploration.

The question, then, is whether or according to what terms the concept of medium re-

mains relevant. By the twentieth century’s end, categories like painting, sculpture, or pho-

tography had not been effaced; but they did, over the course of the century, lose both their

exclusivity and their status as markers of a self-evident connection between medium and

material support. Traces of these earlier modes of production abound in contemporary

art. Yet the increasingly complex play of reference involving both subject matter and

medium conventions has created a set of possibilities characterized by simultaneously dis-

persed and overlapping activity. In the place of medium divisions used to designate spe-

cific qualities, it is increasingly necessary to speak of painting, photography, and a range of

other forms in terms of a series of conventions that may or may not be divorced from the

Gerhard Richter, Two Candles, 1983.
Oil on canvas, 551⁄8" × 551⁄8". Courtesy
Marian Goodman Gallery, New
York.



medium itself. An earlier conception of medium has fractured into, on the one hand, a se-

ries of conventions that may or may not appear in conjunction with their traditional sup-

port, and an abundance of highly specific materials drawn from a multitude of sources.

It is in this context that the copy appears in its many guises, as a mode of art production,

as part of a process of remaking that allows the continuation of otherwise impermanent

works, and in the quotations of both imagery and effects that appear in many contexts.

Even the determination of what, exactly, constitutes the work of art is less and less self-

evident. Once it is accepted that a work of art can consist of nothing more tangible than a

linguistic declaration or an ephemeral action, the establishment of a physical configuration

constitutes a specific and significant decision that must then be followed by many more,

including the determination of form, materials, context, and even duration. And as the

physical object has become increasingly unstable as a marker of what constitutes the work,
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the now all-important category that frames and gives meaning to this play of reference is

artistic authorship. An analysis of some of the ways contemporary artists have incor-

porated references to the traditional genre divisions is thus an important first step in ad-

dressing the implications of this far more heterogeneous field.

While the works by Sherman and Richter in the show at MoMA were in some respects

more closely linked to earlier still life paintings, these artists could not be further from the

category of specialists in the genre. Nor does still life function in their work as it did at the

turn of the twentieth century—as a vehicle or armature for the exploration and reinvention

of painting itself. Instead, still life appears as one of a multitude of quotations or references

drawn from art-historical sources as well as the wider field of late twentieth-century visual

culture. The two works also share a play across different media. But to overemphasize the

neat parallel between a photograph that refers to traditional painted forms and a painting

clearly based on a photographic source would be to ignore equally significant distinctions

that include not only the specific contrast between Richter’s origins in a divided Germany

and Sherman’s in the northeastern United States, but also the broader difference between

a generation whose establishment of a range of procedures involving reference and quota-

tion during the 1960s was in many cases marked by a dialogue with or against painting, and

a subsequent generation associated with the late 1970s and 1980s whose play with reference

and simulation tended to be centered in photographic activity.

What is the importance of the medium of photography for Sherman’s work? The

black-and-white Untitled Film Stills that established Sherman’s reputation vary greatly

both in the composition of the staged scenes and in such photographic qualities as the de-

gree of graininess and contrast. Sherman shot many of the images herself, using a shutter

release (with the bulb and cord sometimes evident) or a timer, and she relied on help from

friends and family to take some of the pictures, particularly those with exterior settings.6

She has also distanced herself from part of the production process by using commercial

darkrooms for her printing. Authorship is therefore not a matter of who did the printing

or even who shot the picture. Then there is Peter Bunnell’s rather paradoxical claim that

Sherman is “interesting as an artist but uninteresting as a photographer” due to her lim-

ited engagement with “the nature of the medium through which she derives her expres-

sion.”7 Given the fact that Sherman’s exhibited work has consisted almost exclusively of

photographs, this is an undeniably narrow view of what an engagement with the medium

might entail. But her success has provided the final proof of how the conventions estab-

lished to separate and elevate artistic versions of photography from other utilitarian or

amateur forms have been irrevocably shattered by a variety of postmodern uses and, in

particular, by the role of the document, often deliberately unaestheticized, in the context

of certain forms of conceptual and performance art.



It is therefore not surprising to learn that, as a student, Sherman’s breakthrough came

not in courses devoted to technical processes but from her introduction to conceptual art

and related performance practices. In talking about the derivation of her work, she has de-

scribed a version of open-ended performance that involved donning various costumes and

simply going about daily life, which came to an end after she moved to New York City.8 Al-

though this play with identity was redirected into the setups for her photographs, there is

a suggestive echo of Adrian Piper’s confrontation with everyday life in a series of public

performances from the early and mid-1970s that are, not coincidentally, documented

through photographs that purport to record a small fragment of these ongoing activities.

Sherman has in fact identified Piper and Eleanor Antin as both “true influences” and “real

pioneers” during a period of the 1970s “considered a ‘dead zone’ for women artists.”9

Sherman has removed herself from the work in one sense, in that she has not con-

cerned herself with the production of the final print. But she is famously present in her

work in other ways, in the forms of masquerade announced by the film stills in the late

1970s as well as the numerous guises taken up in subsequent work. In the film stills, the nos-

talgic evocation of fragments from familiar film narratives—revolving around suburban

decadence, noir foreboding, the young career girl in the city, or her departure from the

farm—depends on the viewer’s ability to recognize cinematic conventions. Sherman’s

impersonation of different characters might further suggest a reading of the film stills as

performance documents. However, recognizing that these fragments are staged forces an

awareness of the conventions themselves, as visual cues that suggest narrative conventions

drawn from film are reinscribed in the still photograph.

The elaborate period costumes and drapery, fake breasts, and assorted props that

Sherman turned to in the late 1980s made the act of staging even more obvious. In the

series of color photographs that take paintings as their reference points, the suggestions

include specific images by Caravaggio or Raphael as well as generalized types ranging from

portrait subjects to religious icons. History painting is also evoked, as in her version of

Judith with the head of Holofernes in her Untitled #228 from 1990, a subject made famous

by both Caravaggio and Artemisia Gentileschi. But because she is using only herself as a

model, she has done without Judith’s maid, presenting a stripped-down version of history

painting’s narrative complexity. Furthermore, the obvious costuming and props—partic-

ularly the head of Holofernes in the form of a rubber Halloween fright mask—are as likely

to suggest another series of associations with the anachronistic details characteristic of the

type of low-budget movie destined to become a cult classic.

Viewed in relation to the history portraits, Sherman’s Untitled #172 might indeed be

seen as a play on another painting tradition, that of the still life—which is the role it was

asked to play in the “Objects of Desire” exhibition. However, the obviously plastic worms
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or parasites in a plate of viscous liquid at the foreground of Untitled #172 present one of

the more restrained examples of imagery from another group of works from the same pe-

riod as the history portraits. By the late 1980s Sherman had heightened the disturbing

and macabre qualities that began to appear in the fairy tale images from the middle of the

decade in works characterized by fragmented or distorted body parts, chaotic piles of de-

bris, and strangely glistening substances. Nor does the obvious staging diminish the power

of their visceral suggestions of violence or decay. It hardly matters that the substances

Sherman has used to suggest blood, vomit, or excrement appear at times to be little more

than familiar condiments like catsup or mustard and perhaps some sort of canned stew. A

double transformation remains evident in the final work, first as Sherman combines var-

ious props or substances to stage the tableau, and then when the scene is recorded and

presented as a color photograph. The medium of presentation is hardly incidental to the

Cindy Sherman, Untitled #228,
1990. Color photograph, 82" × 48".
Courtesy Metro Pictures, New York.



process. The large color photographs convey information that enables the recognition of

the materiality of the tableau to operate simultaneously with a response to the transfor-

mation of those materials into an image capable of provoking undeniable feelings of fasci-

nation and repulsion.

In Richter’s case there can be little doubt that he is indeed a painter. Even so, his en-

gagement with the medium has been extensively mediated by models from other sources,

particularly photography, and one of the most evident features of his work as a whole is

the refusal of stylistic coherence. The paintings based on mass-media sources that he began

in the 1960s, and a subsequent succession that has included hard-edged color paintings of

grids, far more gestural gray monochromes, and his ongoing oscillation between photo-

realism and abstraction, speak to a combination of mastery and denial. A significant key

to this stylistic heterogeneity is located in a source external to the paintings themselves, in

Richter’s Atlas. The source material gathered in this vast compendium is predominantly,

though not exclusively, photographic—the most prominent exception being the small

color paint samples that formed the basis for his large-scale color grid paintings. What the

paintings based on found images, paint samples, and his own color snapshots share is the

elimination of the need for invention through the use of ready-made compositions.

Landscape, still life, and portraiture make their appearances in paintings based on

photographic sources, meaning that it is through the use of photographs that Richter has

engaged in a dialogue with the genre traditions of painting. Then there are the photo-realist

brushstrokes, where Richter’s precise renditions of photographically enlarged details from

his own works constitute minutely representational abstract paintings. The play between

different styles argues against the inevitability of any one given form, as does the use of

ready-made models for their composition. The challenge to postmodern readings that have

emphasized the use of such models comes from the abstractions where Richter has not re-

lied on photographic mediation. It was in 1976, as he told Sabine Schütz in an interview,

that he began to paint abstract paintings in which “arbitrary choice and chance play an im-

portant part.” Asked by the same interviewer whether they are “something like a painted

commentary on painting,” his response was negative: “in the end that would mean that it

means nothing and says nothing,” and, he continued, “What counts is always the seeing.”10

As his contribution to the 1992 Documenta 9, Richter created a cabinet with a small

floral still life hung high in a space dominated by his abstract paintings. For Crow, Richter’s

juxtaposition of the large-scale painterly abstractions and small photo-realist still life

paintings evoked the hierarchy of the salon, where history painting dominated both in

scale and importance. The connection is part of a general argument Crow makes about

history painting’s twentieth-century successors. Crow finds one descendant of history
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painting in the postwar abstract expressionists, arguing that “they extinguished explicit

figuration the better to retain the formal characteristics of heroicizing art from the past:

large scale, expansiveness of effect, the rhetoric of action and risk,” to create work that was,

in this sense, “old-fashioned in its ambition.”11 Crow’s argument involves the displace-

ment of the lower genres into realms denigrated as kitsch, a category in which he includes

forms like the paint-by-numbers kits that Warhol made the basis for his series of Do It

Yourself paintings in 1962, or amateur versions of representational painting based on pho-

tographs.12 According to this scheme, the obviously photographic realism that enjoyed a

vogue during the 1970s, as well as Richter’s manifold versions of the practice, entered the

art tradition through the back door of kitsch, regardless of the mastery exhibited by the

artists who took up this approach.

But the lineage of history painting has produced more than a single set of offspring,

even within Richter’s own work. History painting makes an appearance of a different kind

in Richter’s October 18, 1977, the series of paintings from 1988 based on individuals and

events connected with Germany’s Baader-Meinhof group. Although Richter had shifted

from the use of images found in printed sources to a reliance on his own photographs by

the early 1970s, he returned to the use of photographs culled from various media and

archival sources to create his response to contemporary history in the fifteen paintings that

together comprise the October work. By using photographic models for this series of

monochrome paintings, Richter succeeded in creating history paintings that acknowledge

the degree to which the photograph has taken over the dominant role in giving visual form

to contemporary events, as well as the succession of photographs through which any given

situation is likely to be conveyed. It is therefore significant that this version of history is

presented not as a single multifigure narrative painting, but in a fractured as well as over-

lapping sequence of events and individuals, some of which could, viewed in isolation, even

be read in terms of portraiture. The provocative nature of their subject also distinguishes

them from classic history paintings, commissioned by and designed to glorify the state. Ex-

hibited shortly after their completion in Germany, they reminded viewers of a still recent

wave of terrorist acts and also of suspicions about the circumstances surrounding the re-

ported suicide of the three prisoners who were found dead or dying in their cells in Ger-

many’s Stannheim prison on the morning of October 18, 1977.13

Benjamin Buchloh makes a connection to earlier painting traditions, drawing a com-

parison between Funeral and the three versions of Dead in the October series and “two of the

central images from the complex prehistory of the destruction of history painting in the

nineteenth century,” specifically Courbet’s Burial at Ornans and Manet’s Dead Toreador.

But Buchloh goes on to argue that “the history of history painting is itself a history of the 



Gerhard Richter, October 18, 1977:
Confrontation (3), 1988. Oil on can-
vas, 44" × 401⁄4". Courtesy Marian
Goodman Gallery, New York.



withdrawal of a subject from painting’s ability to represent, a withdrawal that ultimately

generated the modernist notion of aesthetic autonomy.”14 In this way he alludes to the same

process of transformation described by Crow while suggesting a return, via the photograph,

to a category of production subsumed by modernism. Thus Richter is described in these

two accounts as exploring, separately, two different extensions of history painting, one in

his version of modernist abstraction, another in the use of photographs to establish refer-

ences to specific events. Yet these hand-painted renditions of photographs, which draw

attention simultaneously to Richter’s response to photographic effects and to the subjects

captured by the image so rendered, also suggest another body of work centered around

contemporary events far more recent than nineteenth-century history painting, specifi-

cally Warhol’s mechanically reproduced images of death and disaster. There, too, the effect

of the silkscreen transfer and its repetition force attention to the surface of the work while

simultaneously allowing access to subjects both compelling and historically significant,

particularly the photographs of civil rights protests that he used for his Race Riot series. In

using photographs as the basis for paintings, in Richter’s case, or in the space of painting

(photo silkscreen on canvas, painting’s traditional support) in Warhol’s, both artists have

reintroduced a form of representation that simultaneously insists, through the sense of

quotation, that the rendering of the representation is itself part of the subject of the work.

Given this fracturing of the category of history painting, what are some of the other

places where its attributes may have come to reside? Crow himself finds another con-

tender in the way Jeff Wall’s photographs, presented as large-scale color transparencies in

commercial-style light boxes, suggest history painting’s narrative traditions. If, however, it

is large scale and high seriousness rather than narrative that makes abstract expressionism

the heir to history painting, then perhaps the category could be extended to photographic

play with those qualities in Andreas Gursky’s large-scale color photographs, the dispersed

activity of which very often echoes the all-over compositional flatness of modernist paint-

ing. To further complicate matters, Gursky, like Wall, has turned to digital techniques to

compose images where extensive alteration or assembly of photographic information de-

stroys the indexical relationship to the object often assumed to be one of photography’s

defining features. For Gursky, the decision to alter the photographic source for the image

that became his 1996 Rhein was motivated by his desire to convey a contemporary rather

than picturesque image of the river. According to him, the image he was after implied a

view that “cannot be obtained in situ; a fictitious construction was required to provide an

accurate image of a modern river.”15

The use of photographic information that has been digitally redrawn and then pre-

sented on a scale previously associated with painting is just one of the ways that effects

identified with the medium of photography have been detached and reassembled. The turn



to digital imaging can be understood both as a pivotal development in the history of pho-

tography and as merely the final destabilization of a category already called into question

by the myriad ways photographic forms have been incorporated into artistic practices of

the last four decades. The possibility that a digitally produced composition might be

extensively manipulated or even assembled from multiple elements while still appearing

photographic connects this version of photography to a far more extensive fracturing of

medium specificity. This version of the hand-made photograph may appear photographic

simply because of how the final image has been printed, but in other respects the essentially

arbitrary decisions about what type of visual information to emulate connects this rift be-

tween medium and effect to the internal fracturing of the image into separable conventions

already evident in the imitation of photographic and other graphic effects in photo-realist

paintings. Such internal fracturing also makes it clear why it is difficult to chart a direct line

from earlier modes of production into recent practices.

Chuck Close’s large-scale paintings of the human face present a case in point. They

continue the large scale associated with the abstract expressionist canvas, they are com-

posed with an all-over approach to that field, and a retrospective view of his work presents

compelling evidence of his ongoing engagement with the exploration of his medium. He
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does so using recognizably photographic images as the basis for paintings, drawings,

prints, and a number of more hybrid forms, yet the idea that these works might constitute

portraits is countered by the function they so clearly serve as simply the starting point for

another series of investigations. Indeed one could say that the real focus of Close’s work as

a whole is an exploration of the qualities of the medium, using the recognizable image only

as a vehicle, were it not for the fact that this leaves open the key question of which medium,

or what combination of media, is under investigation.

Close’s engagement with mechanical reproduction encompasses far more than just

the use of a photographic source. Given the underlying grid in the early black-and-white

paintings, it is not surprising to hear him speak of the impact of learning about art from

black-and-white reproductions, examined with a magnifying glass.16 His use of paint

therefore refers not just to photographs, but to the offshoot of photography in the line

screens and color separations used to reproduce images in print. Indeed Close does not

identify himself as a painter of portraits, despite a remarkably consistent focus on the hu-

man face in paintings, drawings, prints, and photographs that would, in another era, have

identified him firmly as a specialist in the genre. As Robert Storr points out, few of the

paintings Close terms simply “heads” are owned by the subject of the image, and his only

commissioned portrait was a 1996 photograph of President Bill Clinton.17 The true subject

of his portraitlike paintings and drawings might better be described as the process of de-

piction, mediated by the photograph and other forms of graphic information. Close him-

self has stated that he turned to the heads because they provided an all-over focus inspired

by Stella’s stripe paintings.18

“The photograph is the source, a well to which you can go and from which you can

keep bringing back bucketsful,” was how he described its role in a 1984 interview. At that

point it was the same group of fifteen or twenty photographs to which he kept returning, a

situation he described as “the opposite of the story of Dorian Gray. The person ages, I have

something that stays constant.”19 That, one might be tempted to point out, is the tradi-

tional relationship of the portrait to the sitter. But Close is describing the photograph as a

constant in relation to an open-ended series of works based on those images, meaning that

both the person and the series of paintings and drawings depart from this record of a 

specific moment, each according to a different course. The 1978 Robert/Fingerprint, part

of his exploration of an unexpectedly literal version of touch using his finger to apply the

ink from a stamp pad to create varying shades of gray dots within a penciled grid, was

one of these departures, and one that demonstrates his play with an evident grid of infor-

mation through which the image has been both copied and transformed. The source was

the same photograph that had provided the model for his 1973–1974 Robert/104,072, a nine-



by-seven-foot monochrome painting divided into the far more detailed grid indicated by

the number of divisions recorded in the title.

Echoes of the printed page also appear in his use of the technique of color separation

as the basis for color paintings of the 1970s created by means of successive applications

of each component color. In paintings since the mid-1980s, the cyan, magenta, and yellow

of the printer have given way to a myriad of individual hues, as the technique of color

separation has become the basis for increasingly evident brushed marks within large-scale

grids. But even as the subjects are now often other well-known artists, with their identity

confirmed by the first names given in the titles, the exploration in the work is that much

more evidently the play between the painted gesture and the underlying photographic in-

formation. In referencing the tradition of portraiture without incorporating its function,

Close stands in contrast to Warhol, who played a complex double game with his commis-

sioned portraits of the 1970s and 1980s—his earlier play with quotation and reference giv-

ing a postmodern gloss to his return to portraiture as a functional category, as part of his

self-described turn to business art. The more apropos comparison would be to Roy Lich-

tenstein’s laborious reenactment in painting of effects associated with the bargain basement

printing techniques used for comic books (black lines, flat color, benday dots): “the style

of industrialization, but not necessarily the fact.”20 In works by both Lichtenstein and

Close, stylization enlarged from the printed page is part of the subject of the work, slowing

down access to the rendered image as much as conveying it.

This play across painting, photography, and related graphic qualities involves at least

two sets of choices—the choice of medium, and the choice of the conventions tradition-

ally associated with any given medium—that may increasingly fail to coincide. An artist

may also choose to use recognizable imagery, begging the further question of what con-

nection may exist between the means of representation and the subject thus represented.

Though the subjects or conventions to which the artist refers may be divorced from the

original genre or medium category with which they were associated, this does not mean

that such associations are lost or effaced; rather they retain traces of their original contexts

even as they are reinscribed into a complex overlay of traits and effects. Nor is it no longer

possible for an artist to explore the qualities of a traditional medium such as painting or

photography. What has changed is that the selection of both medium and the qualities

within that form will be seen as explicit choices rather than the reestablishment of previ-

ous givens.

Thus Hiroshi Sugimoto’s consummate mastery is evident in the gelatin silver prints that

he produces from large-format negatives. Carol Armstrong points to the importance of the

medium, “self-reflexively signified in the sublime Seascapes series, with its dramatization 
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Chuck Close, Robert/Fingerprint,
1978. Pencil and stamp pad ink on
paper, 291⁄2" × 221⁄2". © Chuck Close.
Courtesy PaceWildenstein, New
York. Photo: Albert Mozell.



of the gray scale of photography, and the silver constitution of its images.”21 Yet in his 

1999 Portraits series, Sugimoto has turned this medium-specific approach to the painted

portrait, making this genre the subject of a series of photographs that record the lifelike fig-

ures that populate wax museums. Their absolute precision and detail produce an uncanny

combination of familiarity and dissonance. Further layers of mediation ensue from the fact

that the wax representations of contemporary and historic figures are themselves not one

but several stages removed from their subjects, since they are in turn generally based on

photographic or painted prototypes.

The combination of closeness and distance to the painted prototype is most apparent

in one of the few images from the series that does not confine itself to a single figure. The

Music Lesson is a photograph of an interior tableau based on the painting by Jan Vermeer of

the same name. In this case Sugimoto positioned his tripod so that its legs would be reflected

in the mirror at the back of the room, just as the legs of Vermeer’s easel are in the painting,

and chose a lens that would approximate the effect of the camera obscura Vermeer is pre-

sumed to have used. Sugimoto’s photograph of this wax museum tableau, itself based on a

painting that may have been produced with the aid of an optical instrument, alludes to the

art-historical debate about the extent to which Vermeer simply copied mechanically pro-

duced effects.22 Yet Sugimoto, by attempting to reproduce the spatial arrangement of Ver-

meer’s painting for his own camera, introduced a paradoxical proof of Vermeer’s invention.

When Sugimoto set out to photograph the wax museum tableau, he planned to rectify the

absence of the bass viol and chair partially visible behind the draped table in the painting’s

foreground. But when he attempted to restore these elements he found that “there was

no space to place the instrument and the chair. It couldn’t have existed in that area.”23 The

unsuccessful attempt to place these elements in an actual (even if staged) space indicates

that they were specific to the two-dimensional space of the painted composition. This key

difference between the photograph and the painting that served as prototype is an effect of

Sugimoto’s adherence to analog techniques, so that even if what appears in front of the lens

has been arranged or manufactured, the photographs provide an indexical record of the

staged scene, not a digital composition based on photographic source material.

The materials used for the different renditions of these figures—oil paint, wax mod-

eling, and the tonal detail of the gelatin silver print—all carry associations with qualities

and conventions specific to the role each plays as a medium of expression or depiction.

Sugimoto has described his close study of portrait paintings—the positioning of the

sitters, lighting, approach to detail—in preparation for his Portraits series.24 That study is

evident in his photographs of the wax figures of Henry VIII and three of his wives, fig-

ures based on painted portraits Hans Holbein the Younger made while he was Henry VIII’s  
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Lesson, 1999. Gelatin silver print,
58 3⁄4" × 47". Courtesy Sonnabend
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court painter, even as part of the power of Sugimoto’s images comes from the subtle

but unmistakable sense of dissonance created by the intervening presence of the three-

dimensional wax interpretations of the paintings. The realism of the wax effigies creates

the unexpected sensation of somehow finally having the opportunity to see photographs of

historic figures who lived long before such documents were possible. Because of the kind

of detailed information about materials and surfaces specific to the photographic image,

however, it is possible to distinguish as modern facsimiles the relatively crude workman-

ship in the costume jewelry worn by the wax figure of Jane Seymour, or the recent machine

stitching in the embroidery decorating the clothing of Anne of Cleves or Henry VIII.

Sugimoto’s presentation of the photographs further encourages multiple associations.

The initial presentation of the portraits as a group in an exhibition organized by the Guggen-

heim Museum, printed almost five feet high and mounted on rectangular supports floated

in the frame in a manner that suggests the depth of stretcher bars, created an uncanny re-

semblance to the arrangement of paintings in a traditional portrait gallery. Yet the fact that

these portraits are not portraits is signaled both by internal evidence and by the context of

their appearance in a solo exhibition devoted to works by Sugimoto. In this respect they al-

lude to the general process of reclassification associated with the entry of the work into the

art museum, in which earlier portraits, created when this was still a genre devoted to com-

memorating specific individuals, were realigned into a structure based on authorship. But

they could also be understood in conjunction with many recent references to portraiture

that were never part of a program to fulfill the traditional function of the portrait.

Transformations in the function and contexts of reception for art have established the

conditions under which both the exploration of new forms and the reappearance of tradi-

tional conventions must necessarily be read as conscious decisions. The painted portrait of

the ruler is a case in point. This once common form has become so anachronistic that a

simple revival attempt would be doomed to carry a whiff of kitsch. The exception is when

those means are used as a comment on the tradition, and in that case the closeness of the

return will only make the comment more precisely calibrated. The degree to which the ear-

lier commemorative function of the painted portrait has been overturned is particularly

evident in Hans Haacke’s simultaneous use of and comment on ceremonial representation

in his 1982 Oelgemaelde, Hommage à Marcel Broodthaers. The allusions to divergent tradi-

tions are clear from the title itself: literally “oil painting,” followed by a reference to an artist

known for his fictional museum constructions. Speaking of the gilt-framed portrait of

Ronald Reagan in Oelgemaelde and his 1983–1984 representation of Margaret Thatcher in

Taking Stock (unfinished), Haacke stated, “I chose to paint because the medium as such has

a particular meaning. It is almost synonymous with what is popularly viewed as Art—art   
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with a capital A—with all the glory, the piety, and the authority that it commands.”25 Oel-

gemaelde presented the portrait of Reagan as part of an installation, facing a blown-up

black-and-white photograph of a march protesting nuclear proliferation, with the two

linked by a red carpet stretching between them and the portrait further set off by stan-

chions and a velvet rope positioned in front of the image. For the work’s first appearance

at Documenta 7, Haacke used a photograph that he took the week before the opening, of

an antinuclear demonstration in Bonn occasioned by Reagan’s visit and speech to the Bun-

destag; for subsequent exhibitions in New York, London, and Bern, Haacke replaced this

image with photographs others had taken of antinuclear demonstrations from those cities

or regions.26 The photographic status of the image of the protest was emphasized by the

black border with sprocket holes and frame numbers across the top and bottom, an inclu-

sion that suggests the immediacy of a print from a contact sheet though the photograph is

enlarged to fill the entire wall.

The tremendous range of Haacke’s work demonstrates a particular kind of author-

ship—what might be described as authorship in general, as a corollary of de Duve’s art in

general. Historically it was a very different conception of authorship, based on an appreci-

ation of stylistic unity and an emphasis on handling rather than subject matter, that

formed the basis for the construction of the artist’s oeuvre and, by extension, a reorgani-

zation of the collection that retroactively wrested portraiture and the other lower genres

out of their respective subject categories. Yet the degree to which, once established, au-

thorship could provide the framework for the extreme heterogeneity of contemporary art

is clearly demonstrated by Haacke’s work. Within his production, the fact that he does not

adhere to any single style or medium also means that no such choices can be understood

as neutral or given. In works from the 1960s and 1970s Haacke employed materials as var-

ious as water evaporating and condensing in an acrylic cube, suspended fabric blown by air

currents from a fan, chickens hatching on a farm in New Jersey, turtles set free in the south

of France, and many versions of information systems. So perhaps the only real surprise

could come from the reappearance of a traditional artistic medium. His turn to the painted

portrait, then, implies a selection from a multitude of possibilities rather than the rein-

statement of a traditional category. In this context the use of oil paint is a self-conscious

rather than given choice; the fact that it will be read as a quotation allows him to use the

conventions of the medium to make a comment on it. The frame of authorship that en-

compasses readymades and conceptual practices allows the entire range of forms drawn

into its domain to be read as conscious references rather than simply a return to the prac-

tices themselves. If oil paint is understood as a particular medium—one among many,

rather than the dominant vehicle for artistic expression—even its selection is transformed

into a choice filled with significance. 
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How exactly was it that painting, after centuries of preeminence, could have been

transformed into one medium or, even more startling, simply one material among many?

The seeds were there in Harold Rosenberg’s emphasis on the act of painting, with the can-

vas recording “not a picture but an event.” But when Rosenberg spoke of “extinguishing

the object,” he was referring to painted representation, not the painting itself.27 Yet that was

exactly the conclusion that Allan Kaprow reached in his reading of Jackson Pollock as a

basis for his early articulation of happenings. “He created some magnificent paintings,”

Kaprow wrote in 1958, two years after Pollock’s death. “But he also destroyed painting.”

The oscillation between appreciating the marks on the canvas and the tendency to identify

with Pollock’s physical act of painting established, for Kaprow, a form of instability that

opened onto the world of the everyday. His articulation of the breakdown of distinctions

between different types of art, and between art and life, concluded with a call to discover

“out of ordinary things the meaning of ordinariness.”28

For Robert Rauschenberg, painting provided a repeated point of departure rather

than a form to be rejected outright. In his well-known declaration of intent from 1959 “to

act in that gap” between art and life, he had proposed “a pair of socks” as “no less suitable

to make a painting than wood, nails, turpentine, oil, and fabric.”29 In an interview seven

years later Rauschenberg again emphasized material properties, describing how he was

“unable to divorce paint, as it was traditionally, from the fact that it was just another ma-

terial. Paint has a character, a quality, it has a physical, recognizable body and I just could-

n’t cultivate in myself that other kind of illusionary quality that I would have had to have

believed in in order to have gone in a different direction.” By then his materials list had ex-

panded exponentially, and he concluded that “after you recognize that the canvas you’re

painting on is simply another rag then it doesn’t matter whether you use stuffed chickens

or electric light bulbs or pure forms.”30

Robert Morris’s “Anti Form,” published ten years after Kaprow’s essay, returned to

Pollock’s process for what it said about the materiality of paint itself, with the dripping an

expression of its fluidity.31 Some of those same concerns were evident in the works Morris

included in “Nine at Leo Castelli,” the 1968 exhibition he organized at Castelli’s warehouse.

There the works, whether dispersed across the floor or arrayed along the walls, pointed to

the importance of sculpture as the arena for a linked exploration of material qualities and

site-specific forms, while at the same time confirming the dissolution of sculpture as a cat-

egory that could delimit a consistent set of practices or strategies, much less a clearly de-

fined medium.

In some respects the show organized by Morris anticipated several major exhibitions

in 1969, including “Anti-Illusion: Procedures/Materials” at the Whitney Museum in New



York, “When Attitudes Become Form: Works—Concepts—Processes—Situations—

Information: Live in Your Head” at the Kunsthalle, Bern, and “Op losse schroeven: Situ-

aties en cryptostructuren” at the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam. These exhibitions also

featured the exploration of materials, process, and site, but the traditional medium divi-

sions gave way to an even greater extent in a diverse amalgam that included conceptual

projects, temporary works outside the exhibition space, and an extension of the engage-

ment with process into video. An equally important feature of these exhibitions was the

now familiar procedure of inviting artists to work with the specific circumstances of the

site, rather than organizing the exhibition by bringing together a group of already extant

objects. “We discovered that the normal curatorial procedures of seeing and then selecting

or rejecting works to be included could not be followed,” wrote James Monte of the ap-

proach he and Marcia Tucker had to take to what he deemed the risky enterprise of pre-

senting works completed only at the moment of their exhibition, on the basis of the artist’s

actions not in the studio but in the space of the gallery.32 “Post-studio artists” was Scott

Burton’s phrase to describe the relationship to location that he saw as one of the few fea-

tures shared by the disparate works in the exhibition “When Attitudes Become Form.” Ex-

panding upon its initial application to the use of outside fabricators in the context of

minimalism, Burton used the idea of post-studio production to draw connections to site-

specific actions and far more disembodied conceptual propositions.33

It was around this time that Richard Serra provided his own concise articulation of

the possibility that the work might emerge from an encounter between the artist’s actions

and the particular qualities of materials in his “Verb List” of 1967–1968, a string of 108 en-

tries, mostly transitive verbs, beginning with “to roll, to crease, to fold, to store, to bend, to

shorten, to twist, to dapple, to crumple, to shave, to tear, to chip, to split, to cut,” and in-

cluding other terms that refer to forces, “of tension, of gravity, of entropy.”34 Evidence of

one such encounter took the form of the 1968 film Hand Catching Lead, which presented

the repeated action of a single hand attempting to grasp a piece of lead as it falls through

the frame. And Serra used the opportunity afforded by the new procedure of issuing invi-

tations to artists to create works for a specific occasion, producing a series of work in lead,

each made in the space and each destroyed at the end of the exhibition. For the Castelli

warehouse show in 1968 Serra created Splashing by flinging molten lead into the angle

formed by the wall and the floor, where it adhered to the interior of the angle created by

the architecture and hardened into an uneven line that, despite the weight of the metal

itself, managed to defeat sculpture’s traditional solidity and mass. Casting, for the 1969

Whitney exhibition, manifested an equally specific relationship between action, site, and

material, as Serra again used molten lead but this time pulled the lead out of the angle 

3 medium and materiality 132  • 133



between the wall and the floor after it had hardened, twelve times in succession, filling 

the floor with rows of the hardened metal, and demonstrating in the process how the 

architecture gave form to the lead in this variant on the traditional sculptural process of

casting. Serra’s One Ton Prop (House of Cards), which stood nearby in the center of the

gallery, could, in contrast, be assembled elsewhere, though it demonstrated another kind

of contingency in the way the form was created through an arrangement of plates depend-

ent on a combination of balance and gravity.

The complex intersection of materials, process, and form was equally evident in the

works that Eva Hesse showed in the two New York exhibitions, with their demonstration

of the tremendous power of her use of new or unexpected materials to transform the es-

tablished geometries of minimalism into a playfully absurd repetition. In her 1968 Augment

and Aught at the Castelli warehouse, the layered pile of latex-covered canvas on the floor,

or the row of four vaguely pillowlike rectangles made from sheets of latex stuffed with poly-

ethylene on the wall, showed clearly how the geometry of the rectangle could be trans-

formed into irregular shapes absurdly subjected to the forces of gravity. And at the

Whitney, Hesse’s 1969 Expanded Expansion relied on the same wall that gave form to

Serra’s lead to support the leaning row of fiberglass verticals connecting sheets of rubber-

ized cheesecloth that could be altered to fit the different circumstances in which it might

appear. Photographs that show the pale expanses of draped material in Expanded Expan-

sion give hints of its provocative pliability in this early appearance—even if, in the decades

since, dramatic transformations in this and many other of Hesse’s works caused by the yel-

lowing of the fiberglass and the increasing fragility or decay of latex and rubber elements

show the paradox of work that derived its power from the use of materials that will alter

over time.35

A review of the “Anti-Illusion” exhibition provided a telling list of materials for the

works in it, enumerating “flour dust, hay and grease, steel, poured latex, neon and glass,

lead, styrofoam blocks, ice and dry leaves, invested money, dog food, rock, rubberized

cheesecloth, and the human body.”36 The reference to the body was not to its representation

but to the viewer’s body, as framed by Bruce Nauman’s Performance Corridor, or to Nau-

man’s own body appearing in videos and a performance. The invested money was Morris’s

work, evident in the exhibition through the display of correspondence and the document

of an agreement between Morris and the museum outlining an investment plan set up for

the duration of the exhibition. And missing from this list was air, which Michael Asher 

deployed, blowing in an invisible plane within a doorway, with the velocity reduced to a

minimum to underscore the contrast between the physicality of a work like Serra’s One

Ton Prop and the conceptual dimension that Asher wanted to emphasize.37



Richard Serra, Splashing, 1968 
(installation at Castelli warehouse).
Lead, 18" × 26'. Courtesy the artist.
Photo: Peter Moore.



Why does this discussion of expanding material possibilities follow upon a consider-

ation of the quotation of traditional genre categories and the general dissolution of medium

divisions? In fact the incorporation of a range of new materials, along with the layering of

reference and quotation evident in the interplay between painting and photography, are

both aspects of an increasingly complex intersection of material and form in contempo-

rary practices. Paint is indeed only one material among many that may be chosen because

of formal qualities, cultural associations, or a variety of other reasons. It is also intriguing

to look back at the convergence of works emerging from specific material qualities with far

more dematerialized conceptual projects presented as part of “Anti-Illusion” and “When

Attitudes Become Form.” The different types of works in these early exhibitions have since

been sharply distinguished from one another; but from the standpoint of recent artistic

Installation view of “Anti-Illusion:
Procedures/Materials,” May 19–
June 22, 1969, Whitney Museum of
American Art. Eva Hesse, Expanded
Expansion, 1969, reproduced with
the permission of the Estate of Eva
Hesse, Galerie Hauser & Wirth,
Zurich. Photo courtesy the Whitney
Museum. Photo by Peter Moore ©
Estate of Peter Moore / VAGA, New
York.



practices it is the points of intersection that seem particularly significant. Questions raised

by conceptual practices about the definition of art are now established as part of a larger

discourse that takes as given the idea that the work need not be understood as identical with

a permanent physical object or configuration. At the same time, the possibility that a

work’s physical manifestation might be of limited duration, or that it might come and go

as needed, has also helped facilitate the multitude of highly particular materials now com-

monly found in the context of the work of art.

One striking feature in the work of several younger generations of artists who came to

prominence in the 1980s and 1990s, and whose work incorporates allusions to art of the

preceding decades, has been a careful attention to formal and material decisions not as an

end in themselves, but as a means of addressing a wide range of cultural as well as personal

references. If Janine Antoni were to produce her own verb list, it might start “to gnaw, to

lick, to lather,” all actions that she has performed in the creation of a series of works made

from chocolate, lard, and soap. She has also painted the floor with her hair dipped in hair

dye, made drawings by repeatedly fluttering her mascara-coated lashes against a sheet of

paper, and spent years intermittently walking in a circle to grind two rocks against each

other in order to achieve an interdependent form. Some of her materials could be found in

a drugstore, under brand names like Cover Girl Thicklash mascara or Loving Care Natural

Black hair dye. Others are generic but equally familiar substances like chocolate or soap

that both retain their original associations and gain new significance as they assume unex-

pected forms. And just as the actions and materials vary, so too does the mode of presen-

tation. Subsequent to its first realization in 1992, Loving Care was a public performance that

also established a temporary installation in a room marked by the sight and smell of the

floor painted with hair dye. Many other works bear evident traces of actions performed

elsewhere, either in the form given to objects or in actions captured by a camera.

For Antoni the use of highly specific materials is part of an intense and often extended

encounter between her own body and a particular set of circumstances. Thus the creation

of her 1992 Gnaw was based on Antoni’s decision to transform the everyday activity of bit-

ing into a tenaciously repeated gesture that changed the appearance of the 600-pound

cubes of chocolate and lard as well as removing material that she then reprocessed to cre-

ate other objects. Obviously the cube was no neutral abstract geometrical form by the early

1990s. Its use establishes a reference to minimalism as surely as a sculpted head establishes

a reference to the whole history of the portrait bust. Yet Gnaw also demonstrates how min-

imalism can be transformed into both a historical reference and, simultaneously, a model

for a certain kind of objecthood. Even though their pure geometry has been insistently

abolished, the chocolate and lard cubes assert their physical presence in the same real space 
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Janine Antoni, Gnaw, 1992 
(installation and detail). Chocolate,
lard, lipstick, and display case, 
installation dimensions variable. 
Collection the Museum of Modern
Art, New York. Courtesy the artist
and Luhring Augustine, New York.



occupied by the viewer. The collapse of the lard cube might even be read as a dramatic reen-

actment of the historic transition from hard-edged minimalism to more pliable materials,

were it not for the intervening bites, with the profusion of psychological and cultural asso-

ciations they suggest.

To the classic reading of minimalism as an activation of the viewer’s space and un-

folding experience, Antoni adds another layer in the traces of her performance. What the

viewer encounters is not the action itself but forms that carry evidence of Antoni’s bodily

presence. “I can only bite the cube in a certain way because of the relationship of my body

to that form,” says Antoni of the specific configuration of bite marks that move up and

across the edges of the cube.38 Yet these traces add to rather than undo the minimalist sense

of objecthood because they are also external to the object, having clearly taken place in the

space now occupied by the viewer, from which Antoni has absented herself once she has

completed her part of the experiential process. “I’m convinced the viewer won’t have an

experience unless I’ve had an experience,” Antoni insists. Yet there is also careful consid-

eration of the formal means through which the signs of her experience might be conveyed

once she has relinquished the space to the viewer. “By removing myself, I allow the viewer

to have a relationship to the object. Inevitably, through the traces, the viewer is brought

back to the process I went through to make the work. The viewer is left to fill in the story

within that gap—the space between process and object. Thus, I create a space for the

viewer to exist, to participate in the work. If I’m performing, it is much more difficult to

create that circumstance because the focus is on me.”39 Through their continued activation

of the viewer’s experiential reading, the objects that carry this evidence of performance

thus extend and redirect the more abstract theatricality associated with minimalism. That

minimalism is only one reference point for Gnaw is also demonstrated by the objects made

from the bitten chocolate and lard—the heart-shaped candy containers and lipsticks on

display in the mirrored glass case that constitutes the third component of the work. There

the connection to the artist appears in another guise, as a self-referential play on the idea

of brand identity, since both the glass display case and labels on individual lipsticks carry,

as a circular logo, “JANINE ANTONI / 92 LIPSLICK / NET WT 3.4g.”

Antoni articulates a complex relationship to an artistic heritage that, by her own de-

scription, “defines me as an artist and . . . excludes me as a woman.”40 It is a heritage that

encompasses sculptural forms as well as materials. One of the remarkable features of An-

toni’s use of chocolate and of lard is that these materials were hardly new to the art world

when she used them during the 1990s, so that while her particular deployment may have

been unexpected, the materials themselves were not without a tradition. It would not be

possible for an artist to use lard without bringing to mind Joseph Beuys and the role it
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played as a part of his myth of rebirth, as a substance vital to sustaining life, and as a highly

malleable solid. Chocolate has also made numerous appearances, perhaps most notably in

the work of Dieter Roth, who was adamant that the organic substances in his work not be

subject to preservation steps that would slow decay or prevent infestation. It is also signif-

icant that Hannah Wilke’s bodily investigation of female beauty included, in addition to

her provocative chewing-gum forms, the casting of herself in chocolate. Antoni cites fem-

inist work of the 1970s, including that of Wilke and Ana Mendieta, for the central impor-

tance of the body as well as “the humor, the process, the emphasis on performance, the

intensely visceral quality of their work.”41

Such visceral qualities are readily apparent in Antoni’s Lick and Lather, where the com-

plex interplay of presence and absence, trace and reference, shares much with Gnaw. Lick

and Lather began, however, not with minimalist cubes but with fourteen life-sized busts of

Antoni herself, seven cast of chocolate, the other seven of soap. She then proceeded to lick

away the features of the chocolate busts and to lather away those of the ones made from

soap during prolonged bathing, resulting in a subtly disconcerting array of partially effaced

portrait sculptures, each transformed in a different and disconcerting fashion. In an essay

that explores Antoni’s connections to earlier feminist practices, Ewa Lajer-Burcharth posits

the use of the body and of self-representation in Lick and Lather as a conscious adoption of

narcissism, once an accusation leveled at women artists of the 1970s who made their

bodies central to their work, as a strategy that “appropriates it as one of the mechanisms of

aesthetic self-generation.”42 Yet a striking feature of the work is how Antoni has employed

her body to transform what was formed from the same. “Narcissism is often discussed with

respect to Lick and Lather, but I also think of Pygmalion,” says Antoni in reference to this

oddly intimate yet externalized process of self-fashioning.43

Presented atop cylindrical pedestals arranged in a circle for their initial appearance in

Venice, or in facing rows of chocolate and soap for their subsequent installation in New

York, they suggested a reworked version of the proverbial portrait gallery. It was, in fact, a

work that she conceived in response to the classical tradition in sculpture that she knew

would be much in evidence in the context of the 1993 Venice Biennale, where Lick and

Lather was first shown, and an even more specific association was suggested by the erosion

evident in outdoor sculpture.44 Her use of chocolate and soap further shares a reliance on

the potential for transformation from liquid to solid with the process of casting used for

any of the traditional metals. But, as she told an interviewer, the mold was made as a direct

cast from her body, “so there is no sculpting in the initial form except for the imitation of

the classical stand. The only sculpting was the licking and the washing.”45 These materials

are also formed into their familiar guises as consumer goods by a version of casting, just as

her actions upon them are similar to what commonly happens to those consumer goods, 



Janine Antoni, Lick and Lather,
1993–1994. Seven soap and seven
chocolate self-portrait busts, 
installation dimensions variable.
Courtesy the artist and Luhring 
Augustine, New York. Photo: John
Bessler.



but exaggerated and arrested before the process of consumption is complete. Antoni has

acted out a process of compulsive repetition in a manner that redirects the actions, forcing

consideration of the uncomfortable boundaries between gratification and pathology.

“The aging of the material is conceptually part of the work,” Antoni insists with re-

spect to Lick and Lather.46 Yet Antoni has had to remake parts of Lick and Lather in response

to unexpected changes to the work caused both by the aging of the soap and more unusual

forms of damage. On three separate occasions, in three different countries, audience mem-

bers have bitten off the nose from one of the chocolate busts. “I made a piece about desire

and somebody actually lived it out. I guess I could take it as a compliment,” says Antoni.

But the sense of aggression contrasted sharply to Antoni’s “loving act” of licking, “so to

have somebody’s bites in there shifted the meaning of the sculpture.”47 Whereas the lard

elements in other works are remade by casting the components to the shape created by the

original process, Antoni remade the chocolate busts for Lick and Lather the same way she

made the first version, by licking away the features of the face.

Recasting the lard components of her works as part of a planned strategy is a decision

that has allowed Antoni to reclaim the qualities of the material at the time of her initial in-

teraction. To make Eureka in 1993, she filled a tub with lard and had herself lowered into

the tub, leaving an indent of her body. She then took the lard that she had displaced and

added lye to create soap, which she formed into a large cube. The use of the displaced lard

to make the soap posits the soap as an abstract equivalent for the absent body. And that ref-

erence was both reinforced and partially erased when Antoni bathed with the soap, since

this further bodily action reduced the volume and thereby the symbolic equivalence de-

rived from the initial displacement. The soap cube, which retains traces of the bathing in

the smoothed edges of its geometry, remains constant and is allowed to age. The lard pres-

ent in the tub in Eureka, like the lard component of Gnaw, is replenished each time it is

exhibited, with the lard cast in the form created by Antoni’s original actions upon the

material. According to Antoni, “It is important to me that the viewer can make out that a

body has been dipped in the tub because I used the displaced lard to make the soap. If I just

let the piece be a tub with some dirty lard it would be about the aura of this material that

came in contact with my body.”48 Her concern is thus not with mystifying the materials as

historical relics of actions, but with maintaining a material presence capable of conveying

the process by which the works were made.

What should be clear is that it is not just the particular materials Antoni uses that give

her work this resonance, but the precise nature of their use. It was important in each of

these cases that the material in use was indeed chocolate or soap or lard and not something

fashioned to resemble that material. The presence of these materials is itself significant,

even as they also carry the potential to be molded into shapes that suggest a series of other



references. Under Antoni’s command, chocolate does not dissemble its medium, even as

it is made to assume shapes that bring multiple additional associations. Yet it is an open

question whether chocolate can be described as a medium at all, given its obdurate mate-

riality. Antoni’s use of these materials opens onto a series of intersecting concerns, with

process and the traces of actions, with gender identification, and with the process of rep-

resentation itself. Antoni’s medium could more appropriately be identified with her insis-

tent return to the body and to the traces left by repeated actions or patterns of use.

“I am always taken with the experience of sitting on a seat in the subway and feeling

the body heat of someone who sat there before me,” Antoni comments. “Maybe I never

saw them, but I feel very close. One body recognizes the warmth of another. I seek that

recognition in my work.”49 What this statement leaves open, however, is the way the feel-

ing might be realized. It is not through description but through the form of the work that

she wants to convey it. Thus the use of many different materials and traditions shows not

a lack of concern for the qualities and conventions associated with each, but a desire to

redirect the intense formal engagement with issues of structure, material, and context that

characterized the work of an earlier generation of artists so that they become the starting

point for the articulation of her own concerns. Nor does the incorporation of multiple ref-

erences, which Antoni’s work shares with that of many of her contemporaries, mean that

the various materials, forms, and effects are subsumed into a unified whole. The process of

recontextualization remains as materials and formal references retain a connection to their

original context or use even as they gain new significance in their new combinations.

Linked to the proliferation of once unusual materials is a constant process of delin-

eation, whereby assumptions that might once have held regarding the givens of a particular

medium have been supplanted by an open-ended series of considerations regarding both

the initial and the ongoing disposition of the work. It is from this vantage point that one

has to consider how decisions about the long-term existence of the work inflect the way

Zoe Leonard’s 1992–1997 Strange Fruit (for David) or Robert Gober’s 1989 Bag of Donuts re-

fer to the tradition of the still life, using organic materials associated with the objects them-

selves rather than with their representation. In both works the artist has made very specific

choices about what materials to employ and also about what constitutes the definition of

the work over the long term. And in each the issue of quotation, when one medium or ma-

terial is made to mimic effects associated with another, appears not in the initial making 

of the work, but in subsequent decisions about how or whether to preserve the appearance

of a potentially perishable object by employing conservation techniques that change its

material nature.

The individual elements that make up Leonard’s Strange Fruit consist of peels from

almost three hundred oranges, grapefruits, and bananas that Leonard has sewn back
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Janine Antoni, Eureka, 1993. Bath-
tub, lard, and soap; soap 22" × 26"
× 26", tub 30" × 70" × 25". Courtesy
the artist and Luhring Augustine,
New York.



together after consuming the fruit, sometimes incorporating buttons and zippers as well as

stitching. The display of Leonard’s work, with the objects scattered across the floor of the

gallery, certainly evokes the random arrangement of individual components that some-

times appears in the work of Hesse and others of her generation, and Leonard’s decision to

use perishable material suggests another connection. But the fact that these objects were

once pieces of fruit, and the process that has transformed their character without altering

their essential organic nature, adds an abundance of specific associations. The multiple ref-

erences of the title—to the Billie Holiday song, with its powerful image of lynched bodies,

to Leonard’s friend David Wojnarowicz, who died of AIDS in 1992, and to the pejorative

use of the term “fruit” as slang for gay—suggest specific associations that support a gen-

eral sense of loss. Thus their presentation, dispersed across the floor of the gallery, serves

to emphasize the isolation of each of these paradoxical objects.

Having made this series of objects from perishable materials, Leonard then had to

decide whether to employ the heroic preservation steps that have become a surprisingly

common response to unusual artistic materials. Christian Scheidemann, a conservator of

contemporary art who specializes in just this type of challenge, arrived at a solution that ar-

rested the decay of the organic components without destroying the other elements. Yet

eventually Leonard decided against taking such steps, which, surprisingly enough, did not

deter the Philadelphia Museum of Art from acquiring the work.50 Twenty-five pieces are

preserved, but these examples constitute a representation of the work rather than the work

itself. These preserved elements, Leonard told Anna Blume, “serve almost as photographs

of the piece. In ten years, when the rest of the fruit have turned to dust the preserved ones

will be the remnants of the larger piece.”51 The description of the preserved objects as pho-

tographs or documents is particularly significant coming from an artist whose work has 

involved many different forms of photography, some of which she connects specifically to

the process of memory.52 In the case of Strange Fruit, the decay of the objects, even after the

futile repairs made by stitching the skins back together, implied an interconnected process

of recollection and loss: “The very essence of the piece is to decompose. The absurdity,

irony, pain and humor of it is that we attempt to hang on to memory, but we forget.”53

The decision to arrest disintegration, though more in keeping with the traditional im-

perative to preserve works of art, can be equally provocative when it follows an initial

decision to use an organic material. When Gober set about to create his Bag of Donuts, a

life-sized sculpture consisting of a dozen donuts in a specially made paper bag, he made the

pastry components in the traditional fashion, by frying dough. But their decay was not part

of his plan. In fact, he told an interviewer, “I want those donuts to exist forever.”54 So he

shipped the donuts off to Germany to receive extensive treatment from Scheidemann, the 

3 medium and materiality 144  • 145



Zoe Leonard, Strange Fruit (for
David), 1992–1997. 295 banana, or-
ange, grapefruit, lemon, and avo-
cado peels, thread, zippers, buttons,
sinew, needles, plastic, wire, stickers,
fabric, and trim wax; dimensions
variable. Courtesy Paula Cooper
Gallery, New York. Photo of detail:
Vivien Bittencourt.



same conservator who later worked on Leonard’s fruit. The multistage process to which

they were subjected included degreasing through repeated acetone baths and a final coating

with a synthetic resin for preservation, followed by cinnamon for aroma and appearance.55

While some artists and even conservators would rather allow changes to appearance than

completely transform the material itself, Gober’s response came down firmly on the side

of appearance. The result was so convincing that one person at the exhibition opening who

was not attuned to the subtleties of Gober’s play with familiar objects and forms decided

to help himself, with the “ensuing scramble” leading Richard Flood to wonder “if they were

trying to protect the art or him.”56

Though their ingredients and initial making connected the donuts to the familiar

foodstuff, the conservation treatment could be argued to have transformed them into

bizarre representations, raising the question of why not simply simulate the actual object

in the first place. In another respect, however, they were entirely consistent, in their trans-

formed state, with Gober’s play with hand-made readymades, such as the painted plaster

versions of subtly altered sinks, urinals, and bags of kitty litter, or the surreal objectlike

body fragments made with beeswax and human hair. Nor can the role of conservation be

thought of as simply an afterthought, since decisions about whether or not to try to arrest

changes often go to the heart of why the materials may have been used in the first place.

In the same interview in which he spoke of preserving the donuts, he indicated that the 
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Robert Gober, Bag of Donuts, 1989.
Acid-free hand-cut paper, dough,
and synthetic resin, 11" × 61⁄2" × 6".
Courtesy the artist. Photo: Geoffrey
Clements.



bag, also specially made, could potentially be replaced, and he even suggested that his sinks

could be repainted with the same type of white enamel paint should they yellow over

time.57 The donuts, in their peculiar permanence, remind viewers of the transience that

would usually be their fate. In this respect they evoke the vanitas theme of Dutch still life

painting, where mortality was suggested in representations of abundance arrested just at

the onset of the decay.

If extravagant preservation steps or planned decay represent two extremes in the face

of perishable materials, another alternative, following conceptual art’s challenge to a defi-

nition of art based on the physical object, relies on a process of remaking to ensure the

work’s long-term existence. Nayland Blake has cited Lawrence Weiner’s work in particu-

lar for having established procedures for dealing with works that are in one way or another

ephemeral in nature. Yet it is equally significant that he made this connection in the con-

text of a discussion of his 1998 Feeder 2, a large-scale gingerbread house that made concrete

the very familiar but nonetheless abstract image from the story of Hansel and Gretel.58 The

command that this seven-foot-high structure exerted over its physical environment con-

tained suggestions of the minimalist object, but with the significant difference that it was

simultaneously both abstract (because based on a fanciful image from a fairy tale) and rec-

ognizable (as a highly unlikely house), and part of its activation of the viewer’s space was

due to the powerful aroma of the gingerbread used in its construction. The conceptual

precedents came into play not for the work’s initial fabrication, for which Blake relied on

a collaboration with a New York bakery, but in the process of defining what would consti-

tute the work over the long term. A strategy of remaking that would allow the cookies to

be replaced as needed was dictated both by the inherent instability of the gingerbread and

because the panels that constituted the house as shown in the gallery had been extensively

damaged by audience members who apparently could not resist breaking off bits of the

aromatic confection.

“I see myself as a very radical formalist,” Blake told an interviewer in a discussion of

how a larger set of concerns may be articulated in the work that he produces as an artist.59

Blake had already used edible substances in his art, specifically chocolate Easter bunnies

that incorporated various substances including strychnine in an evocation of African bowli

(and which were also connected to the rabbit characters that often turn up in Blake’s sculp-

tures, videos, and performances).60 While the incorporation of foodstuffs in a work of art

has the power to evoke a wide range of associations for viewers, it also arose from specific

preoccupations of the artist. Temptation was part of the gingerbread house, but Blake

showed it together with another work called Gorge that he hoped would give the audience

a different feeling about wanting to consume his realized fairy tale. The hour-long video,

3 medium and materiality 148  • 149



which shows Blake sitting passively as he consumes food that he is fed by a man partially

visible behind him, points to Blake’s complex relationship to issues of identity. Blake’s

background as the son of biracial couple who could by his own description “pass” as white

is suggested by the fact that he is being fed by a man who is more obviously black. Fur-

thermore, Blake has described the video as an exploration of his interest in a specific gay

subculture focused on weight gain and its encouragement that he connects to a process of

infantile regression.61

It might be possible to characterize Feeder 2 as a form of still life, not because of any

resemblance to earlier still life paintings in appearance, or even just because he has used

food to make the work, but because of the linked associations with abundance and con-

sumption. Yet it is equally important that these associations are produced as a result of a

series of precise decisions about form and materials, with the impact of the work depend-

ent on how a somewhat austere-looking grid takes on additional significance, first as the

planes are arranged to suggest the walls and peaked roof of a house, and then as the unex-

pected material gives the construction a still more explicit association. What emerges is a

Nayland Blake, Feeder 2, 1998. Steel
and gingerbread, 7' × 10' × 7'. Cour-
tesy Matthew Marks Gallery, New
York.
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particular version of truth to materials; having established the premise that he wants to re-

alize a material version of a fantastic image, he has done so using the material itself rather

than a stand-in or representation, and has turned to a process of remaking to retain that

purity. It is therefore somewhat paradoxical that one effect of the precise consideration

that Blake, like many of his contemporaries, gives to decisions about materials and form is

evident in works that derive their power from a series of precise decisions that are difficult

to identify with broader medium divisions or characteristics.

What might constitute a medium? To what extent does the term remain relevant? To

what extent can it be connected to specific materials? Rosalind Krauss’s answer, provoked

by the role of photography in conceptual practices, has been to redefine the idea of

medium “as a set of conventions derived from (but not identical with) the material condi-

tions of a given technical support.” Her essay “Reinventing the Medium” presents a frac-

tured and highly localized conception of medium that operates not in terms of general

categories, but with respect to such qualities as the “collision between stillness and move-

ment” central to works by James Coleman that consist of sequences of projected slides, in

Nayland Blake, still from Gorge,
1998. 60-minute videotape (color,
stereo). Courtesy Matthew Marks
Gallery, New York.



a use of the obsolete commercial form of the slide tape as a means of presenting images that

Krauss further connects to the narrative rhetoric of another medium, that of the comic

book–like photo-novel.62

Might arrangement then be described as a medium? That arrangement is central to

the definition of certain works is supported by examples of the potential failure or de-

struction of a work that relies on the particular placement of elements if that placement is

not respected. Witness Donald Judd’s protests over the display of his modular works with

uneven or incorrect intervals. And witness, too, the controversy that greeted the proposal

to transport the installation known as the Beuys Block at the Darmstadt Landesmuseum,

which Beuys had arranged over many years, to Berlin for a 1988 exhibition at the Martin-

Gropius-Bau. Since the objects that make up the block would presumably have been care-

fully catalogued and documented before their removal, they could theoretically have been

returned to their original positions. If, however, arrangement is defined as part of the mak-

ing of this installation, then their rearrangement, even in order to restore them to their

original configuration, could be seen as a form of remaking.63

“Installation seems to be a material as much as anything else is,” Jim Hodges has as-

serted.64 The incredibly light touch that Hodges employs to create arrangements along a

wall or out into a space is evident in the cobweblike forms made from thin silver chains that

appear in the angles or corner of a room, or the hanging screens of artificial flowers stitched

together to form a partially transparent barrier. The deceptive simplicity of his work is par-

ticularly apparent in the works that Hodges has created from silk flowers and leaves pinned

across a wall; the lack of obvious embellishment belies the time-consuming process 

required to affix the dozens of individual components in his 1994 Not Here, or the hun-

dreds of elements in larger works based on this process. Not only is the arrangement of the

components key to the work, but procedures adapted from conceptual art are apparent in

the ways Hodges has developed of recording or mapping such work, which would cease

to exist if the components were randomly removed. Demands for extensive remaking or

detailed installation procedures could be seen as onerous for the collector; but they can also

lead to a different kind of engagement between the work and the owner or exhibiting in-

stitution. “There’s an opportunity for the artist to share a very intimate kind of experien-

tial component of one’s process,” says Hodges of the demands that reinstalling his work

can place on subsequent owners or exhibitors. “The idea of instructions can be very cold

and analytical, and it can also be very quiet, personal, and intimate.”65

Might participation or even ephemerality thus constitute a medium? Perhaps perma-

nence might also be described as a medium? Or scale? Or newness? Or deterioration? In a

sense all of these possibilities stretch the term “medium” to the breaking point. Yet these

Jim Hodges, Not Here, 1994. Silk,
plastic, wire, and pins, 36" × 27".
Courtesy CRG Gallery, New York.
Photo: Zindman/Fremont Pho-
tography.





are qualities central to the definition of a great many works of art, where to ignore their im-

plications would not just alter but destroy the work. Thus they go to the heart of questions

about where the work actually resides along a continuum of possibilities.

In fact ephemerality is intrinsic to works by Felix Gonzalez-Torres where viewers are

encouraged to take away individual pieces of candy from piles or sheets of printed paper

from stacks. “Without a public these works are nothing, nothing,” Gonzalez-Torres in-

sisted. “I need the public to complete the work.”66 Another form of collaboration appears

in the requirement that the exhibitor then remake the work, with the need to replenish the

piece linked to the invitation to viewers to take away the elements in an ongoing cycle of

disappearance and reappearance.

Gonzalez-Torres’s work shows with particular clarity how a mode of authorship

rooted in the procedures established by conceptual art can be linked both to very specific

formal considerations and to a multitude of other interests. His thoroughgoing critique

not only of authorship but of the role played by context in the shaping of the work is read-

ily apparent in the series of twenty-four works consisting of strings of electric lights which

are simultaneously the same and each unique, both because he declared them so through

the separate titles given to each and because their installation or arrangement is left entirely

to each owner or curator who exhibits them.67 David Deitcher has described how the in-

structions recorded in the artist’s certificates, not shown as part of the work but generating

its configuration, are often quite poignant. For those works that need to be remade from

store-bought components, Deitcher cites instructions that are both specific and flexible,

telling the owner where to go to buy the components but also allowing for substitutions:

“Fortune cookies of other producers may be used provided that the messages they contain

are optimistic.”68 Thus the work is about an ongoing process of collaboration planned by

the artist but then handed on to others as part of the transfer of the work.

Equally compelling is the formal elegance of the paper stacks, presenting themselves

as minimalist cubes but otherwise varied in scale and in the nature of what is printed on

the assembled sheets of paper. “What is this thing? A two or three-dimensional object? Is

the work the certificate of authenticity or the piece itself?”69 Gonzalez-Torres posed these

questions regarding his stacks, leaving the answers open. But as his statement suggests,

even the definition of what actually constitutes the work is open to question when the work

consists of sheets of paper that viewers are invited to take away. While ownership is based

on a certificate that also provides instructions for the remaking of the work, it is only when

the work is realized for an exhibition that the encounter with the viewer can take place.

“This type of work (the stacks) has this image of authority, especially after so many

years of conceptual art and minimal art,” Gonzalez-Torres told Tim Rollins. “They look so

powerful, they look so clean, they look so historical already. But in my case, when you get 
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close to them you realize that they have been ‘contaminated’ with something social.”70 That

“something social” included the issue of identity, and how the powerful rhetoric of minimal

and conceptual art might also be made to reflect the concerns of a gay Hispanic man, whose

work incorporated references to both social issues and personal history, but who did not

want to limit the definition of his work to a category solely defined by concern with multi-

cultural issues. His subtle use of personally significant information is suggested by those

stacks of candy where the ideal volume of the piece is based on the body weight of a spe-

cific individual, with that fact parenthetically indicated in titles that describe them as por-

traits. The use of the candy to stand in for the absent body is particularly charged in relation

to the invitation to viewers to partake of those candies, implicating their own bodies in the

process of consumption. In the 1990 Untitled (USA Today), on the other hand, the pile of

red, silver, and blue cellophane-wrapped candies with an ideal weight of 300 pounds pre-

sents a response to right-wing jingoism, playing with the idea of a “sugar rush” to suggest

how calls for patriotism can create a euphoric high, “but then you come down.”71

The cyclical depletion of these works can also be read in connection to the references

to mortality that appear in guises as varied as the sheets of paper in the 1990 Untitled (Death

by Gun), covered with the faces and profiles of all the people shot down in the United States

during a one-week period, or the two battery-operated clocks in the 1991 Untitled (Perfect

Lovers), which begin in a perfect synchronization bound at some point to fail. Other works

make both direct and abstract reference to AIDS, the disease that killed Gonzalez-Torres’s

lover and then him, along with so many others. One of the most powerful of these works

is also one of the most abstract. The 1990 Untitled (The End) consists of nothing more than

sheets of white paper that are entirely blank except for a black rectangular border. At an-

other moment, and in another configuration, it could have been taken as a prototypical 

example of minimalism. But here the black border turns into a funereal suggestion of the

notices waiting to fill this potentially endless stack of blank pages.

Like the minimalist objects that they resemble, Gonzalez-Torres’s stacks establish a

relationship to the space of the gallery. Indeed the geometric form could be described as a

serial structure since it is constituted by multiple, identical, mechanically produced units.

But the fact that these units are endlessly replaceable pieces of paper, to be taken away 

by the viewer, with their dispersal sending them into a multitude of new contexts, adds 

further dimensions to the relationship between the work (wherever it is defined as resid-

ing) and the context. Gonzalez-Torres’s method belongs to the particular type of produc-

tion described as post-studio art, made only at the point of its exhibition. The continuing

existence of the work is a product of Gonzalez-Torres’s analysis of the system of ownership,

particularly as it has been extended by works sold on the basis of certificates and instruc-

tions. Thus his relationship to context is articulated on multiple levels, including a self-
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conscious use of institutional conventions to ensure the continuity of his work that could

be described as an aspect of his medium.

A stack of candy can be a portrait, a reference to politics, or a suggestion of mortality,

yet still be a stack of candy. A portrait bust can be made of chocolate or soap, using those

materials in the tradition of cast sculpture yet still deriving part of its impact from their spe-

cific cultural associations. And a painting of a single figure can be derived from a photo-

graph yet also suggest the tradition of history painting. Gonzalez-Torres created his stacks

of candy by using procedures from conceptual art to activate a version of the readymade

and to establish a form of interaction with the viewer. Antoni’s version of process in Lick

and Lather involved her body in the making of a work, with additional references to the

idea of self, in a sculpture made from materials that also open onto a series of other asso-

ciations. Richter’s dialogue with painting includes an intense exploration of the medium

that is also mediated through other forms, including the photographs that he used to ad-

dress both contemporary events and artistic traditions in his October series. What these

disparate examples have in common with one another, and with a large number of con-

temporary works, is the tremendous specificity of each decision. The fracturing of materi-

als, forms, and effects into increasingly separable elements means that none of these

choices can be understood as simply given or customary. These multiple references to

artistic traditions and a myriad of other sources remain individually evident even as they

are also given a new unity in the context of the work that emerges from this process.
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4context as subject



Fred Wilson, Mining the 
Museum, 1992 (detail). Installa-
tion at the Maryland Historical
Society, Baltimore. Courtesy 
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In 1992 Fred Wilson mounted the most popular exhibition in the history of Baltimore’s

Maryland Historical Society. Entering the institution as an artist, he created Mining the

Museum, an installation that presented historic artifacts in new and unexpected combi-

nations. Orchestrating objects and documents from the collection, some emerging from

storage, others simply rearranged or otherwise highlighted, he both followed and sub-

verted museum categorization to reveal an alternate history to the one traditionally on

display. Yet one of the striking features of Mining the Museum is that this installation was

understood as a work of art, despite the fact that it involved the arrangement rather than

production of objects, and that it took place in a historical society, a type of collecting

institution with an eclectic mix of art, furnishings, tools, artifacts, and documents. Using

methods, or perhaps one could even say the medium, of institutional critique, in combi-

nation with an approach to the display of objects that employed text, lighting, and sound

to engage viewers, he created a multipart installation work that addressed questions of his-

tory through telling juxtapositions.

Wilson drew upon his awareness of curatorial conventions to demonstrate how con-

text frames the meaning of an object throughout the process of collecting and display. The

convention of bringing together the furnishings and decorations typical of a particular

period took an unexpected turn in a display labeled “Metalwork 1793–1880,” where highly

ornate silver vessels were shown together with brutally functional iron slave shackles. A

section labeled “Modes of Transport 1770–1910,” which included an eighteenth-century

sedan chair and an early twentieth-century baby carriage, confronted viewers with a folded

Klan robe and hood arranged inside the latter, with the implications of this startling juxta-

position further underscored by the appearance nearby of a photograph from around 1900

showing a group of white children posed with two black women who were obviously their 



caretakers. Equally telling was the assembly, under the category “Cabinetmaking 1820–

1960,” of side chairs and armchairs arrayed audiencelike in front of a whipping post that

had stood in front of the Baltimore city jail until 1938, was given by the Baltimore City Jail

Board to the historical society in 1960, and remained in storage until Wilson brought it out

of hiding.1 Like a number of the objects in Wilson’s installation, the whipping post had

once been part of a highly visible system of discipline and control that was rendered largely

invisible in the version of history that had been on display in the society.

One reason attendance for Mining the Museum was so high was that many of the vis-

itors were there for the first time, coming to see how Wilson’s arrangements had redirected

the narrative told by a society founded with a very different mission into one that addressed

the state’s African American and Native American history. “I’m not trying to say that this

is the history you should be paying attention to,” Wilson has said of the arrangement he

presented. “I’m just pointing out that, in an environment that supposedly has the history

of Maryland, it’s possible that there’s another history that’s not being talked about.”2

Fred Wilson, Mining the 
Museum, 1992 (detail). Installa-
tion at the Maryland Historical 
Society, Baltimore. Courtesy 
Metro Pictures, New York.



When the society was incorporated as a foundation in 1844, the all-male and, needless to

say, white founders had envisioned a collecting institution and club where exhibitions

would be open to members only. During the intervening century and a half the admission

and membership policies had been modified, but when Wilson began his research the dis-

plays still presented a history shaped by the perspective of the families who were the soci-

ety’s early donors. Little acknowledgment was given to their role as slaveholders, or to

issues of the region’s race relations in general, even though at its inception the mission of

collecting objects and documents relating to the state’s history included specific references

to slavery and to Native American material.3 What Wilson discovered in the society’s hold-

ings, interwoven with the usual commemorative portraits, period furnishings, and histor-

ical artifacts, were estate inventories, reward posters for runaway slaves, and other objects

that afforded potent evidence of this side of the state’s history. Over time the standing of

these objects had shifted, from evidence of the status quo to documents of a system that the

successors of the society’s founders no longer wanted to emphasize. By the late twentieth

century it was the other descendants of this history who had an interest in seeing it brought

back to light in all its brutal details.

“What can you bring into a museum now that wouldn’t belong in a museum?” asked

Wilson in reference to his decision to focus on material already in the collection of the

Maryland Historical Society.4 Indeed, by the early 1990s, after more than three decades of

challenges to the definition of the work of art, it might be hard to imagine what could not

appear in the space of the art museum. The critique of institutional definitions and con-

ventions that was an important aspect of conceptual work of the 1960s and 1970s helped

establish the possibility that an ephemeral installation, made in response to specific condi-

tions and incorporating elements that would not be treated as art beyond that moment,

might be defined as a work. A fascination with the rhetoric of exhibition display, an analy-

sis of the conditions established by different types of contexts, the transformation of the

space, and even the decision to move outside such spaces are all aspects of this play with

the nature of the presentation itself. The analysis of institutional practices has also found

expression in the creation of works where the collecting process is part of the artist’s

method, or where there is an explicit focus on the history of the object. As part of this

process the art museum has also become a forum for work with an explicit political agenda.

In making the circumstances of the encounter part of their subject, artists have produced

an increasingly large body of works (though not necessarily objects) that cannot be under-

stood in isolation, because the context is indeed intrinsic to the work. And as the work has

changed, so have the practices of the institutions to which artists have responded, with art
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museums and an increasing number of other venues likely to allow or even invite contem-

porary artists to work within their domain.

In the early 1970s, however, while the work of art was still in the midst of this process

of radical redefinition, Hans Haacke managed to find very clear limits on what might be

brought into an art museum, when works he had been invited to exhibit were summarily

rejected on several occasions. The now infamous cancellation of Haacke’s Guggenheim

exhibition at the beginning of April 1971, the very month it was due to open, hinged on three

works in particular, all of which employed information in the articulation of what Haacke

described as social systems. Two of these works presented photographic documents, charts,

and lists based on information drawn from public records to delineate patterns of New

York real estate ownership by corporations associated with a major real estate partnership

and a family with extensive tenement holdings. A third piece consisted of a questionnaire

for museum visitors that solicited demographic information as well as responses to social

and political issues of the time. Thomas Messer, the Guggenheim’s director, tellingly por-

trayed his decision to cancel the exhibition as a choice “between the acceptance of or the

rejection of an alien substance that had entered the art museum organism.”5 Messer fur-

ther characterized the two works that articulated systems of real estate ownership as “a

muckraking venture under the auspices of The Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation” that

would contradict the museum’s mission of “pursuing esthetic and educational objectives

that are self-sufficient and without ulterior motive.”6 And Messer subsequently described

the visitors’ poll as an inappropriate imposition on “a public that by and large comes for

other purposes than to divulge its income, its political convictions and its attitude toward

extra-artistic issues.”7

“On the basis of work that I had seen prior to any museum initiative,” Messer later

claimed, “I had no reason to doubt his capacity to be an artist when he chose to function as

one.”8 Yet the exhibition proposal that had been approved by the board specified works

that very obviously extended traditional definitions, listing different types of inorganic and

organic systems as well as works described as “interactions between human organisms,”

and Haacke had already shown a visitors’ poll at a New York gallery in 1969.9 At this par-

ticular moment, then, a definition of artistic authorship initially supported by the Guggen-

heim had already expanded to encompass the hatching of chickens, the growth of grass, or

the interactions among ants in an ant colony—all of which were part of the successful pro-

posal. In fact it was the well-established division between the art museum and such other

types of collecting and educational institutions as science museums or zoos that estab-

lished the framework within which Haacke could present these demonstrations of organic

processes as works of authorship—with their entry into the museum creating a context



where they could be understood as a response to more traditional aesthetic conventions.

Yet the Guggenheim was brought up short by systems of information with social and po-

litical implications, which posed too great a threat to the rhetoric of disinterested aesthetic

contemplation still prevalent in the discourse of the art museum.

Haacke did nonetheless succeed in exhibiting a visitors’ poll as part of the Museum of

Modern Art’s 1970 “Information” exhibition that was far more explicitly directed at the

museum’s structure of governance than any of the works rejected by the Guggenheim. The

MOMA-Poll, located at the exhibition’s entrance, posed a question about Nelson Rocke-

feller’s refusal to denounce Richard Nixon’s Indochina policy, with the ballots cast by mu-

seum visitors visible in two clear acrylic boxes equipped with counters that provided an

automatic tally. Rockefeller was at the time running for reelection as governor of New York

State, and he was a member of MoMA’s board of trustees as well as a past president and

chair; other members of his family had also played extensive roles in the founding and gov-

ernance of the museum. Haacke ascribed his success in exhibiting this very specifically tar-

geted work not to a more open attitude on MoMA’s part, but to his strategy of posting the

actual text of the question only the night before the opening, when the museum did not have

time to prepare a response, and to the controversy its abrupt removal would have caused

in the politically charged aftermath of the shootings at Kent State University that May and

the subsequent call among New York artists for a protest in the form of an art strike.10

Haacke’s MOMA-Poll has to be understood in the context of both the “Information”

show, with its emphasis on systems, documents, and instructions, and the role of the mu-

seum as a site for the articulation of the intense activism of the period. Actions in and

around the museum were being mounted by artists who used the invitation to exhibit as

an opportunity to create works with a critical relation to the institution; from outside,

artists were also protesting museum policies and exclusions and using the museum as a vis-

ible site for demonstrations reflecting a broad political agenda. The Guerrilla Art Action

Group had already issued its demand for the immediate resignation of all Rockefellers

from the MoMA board in November 1969 in the form of a communiqué, followed by an

unannounced GAAG action in the MoMA lobby when Jon Hendricks, Poppy Johnson,

Silvianna, and Jean Toche entered the museum with sacks of beef blood concealed under

their clothing, distributed copies of the call for resignation, and then staged a violent and

bloody confrontation among themselves.11 The Art Workers Coalition, which signed on in

support of GAAG’s resignation demand, provided a forum for political activism by artists,

some of whom were not necessarily making art with explicitly political content. Women

Artists in Revolution (WAR) and the Ad Hoc Women Artists’ Group focused attention on

the severe underrepresentation of women and minority artists in museum collections and
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exhibitions, with picketing targeted particularly at the Whitney Museum’s annual survey

exhibitions to protest a version of art history that deployed a rhetoric of quality as a screen

for its exclusionary selections.12

The call for greater access to institutions that had been closed to many artists thus in-

tersected with a far broader political agenda. At the same time, the analysis of institutional

structure and practices contributed to an increasing awareness that how a work is pre-

sented once it leaves the artist’s hands will frame the meaning or interpretation of the work

itself. This recognition motivated a desire to maintain control over the context of presen-

tation, and to pay increasing attention to all aspects of institutional rhetoric and practice.

Certain kinds of information are significant tools for art history, yet are considered

secondary to the object and to the experience of that object on display. A work’s provenance

is an important tool in confirming the authenticity of a work, even though it is often viewed

as unconnected to a work’s meaning except with respect to the initial circumstances of a

commissioned piece, or when the physical contours of the work have been altered by its pas-

sage through different hands. With the increasing attention to all aspects of institutional

practices, however, such art-historical tools have become the focus of a number of artists’

works. John Baldessari made playful reference to the history usually treated as external to

the object in Painting That Is Its Own Documentation, begun in 1968, by recording the con-

ception and initial execution in text painted on the canvas, followed by a note, in slightly

smaller letters: “FOR EACH SUBSEQUENT EXHIBITION OF THIS PAINTING, ADD

DATE AND LOCATION BELOW. FOR EXTRA SPACE, USE AN ADDITIONAL CAN-

VAS.”13 For Haacke, it was the political implications of provenance information that

inspired him to focus attention on the ownership history of now canonical examples of

modernist painting in his 1974 Manet-PROJEKT ’74 and 1975 Seurat’s “Les Poseuses” (small

version), 1888–1975.

Invited to participate in “PROJEKT ’74,” an exhibition planned for the Wallraf-

Richartz-Museum in Cologne in the summer of 1974, Haacke made the following proposal:

“Manet’s Bunch of Asparagus of 1880, collection Wallraf-Richartz-Museum, is on a studio

easel in an approx. 6 x 8 meter room of PROJEKT ’74. Panels on the walls present the so-

cial and economic position of the persons who have owned the painting over the years and

the prices paid for it.”14 But the provenance Haacke traced indicated a history of owner-

ship that linked the work to Germany’s Nazi past—which was not the history that the mu-

seum wanted to tell about that Manet painting, or about the role that art may play in

general as an emblem of power. Although what Haacke proposed to include was basic art-

historical and biographical information drawn from standard reference works, its presen-

tation ran counter to the exhibition’s theme, “Kunst bleibt Kunst” (art remains art).



Specifically Haacke’s Manet-PROJEKT ’74 highlighted the role of banker Hermann Abs in

the acquisition of the work while chair of the friends of the museum and included, in the

biographical notes, references to his role in the Deutsche Reichsbank during the Nazi pe-

riod. Horst Keller, the museum’s director, asserted that “a museum knows nothing about

economic power; it does indeed, however, know something about spiritual power,” and he

objected to Haacke’s work on the grounds that “one should discuss the price of a work to

be acquired only up to the point of its acquisition, and I believe that Haacke should have

let this aspect of a museum’s life alone.”15

The degree to which a work of art’s assumed autonomy is willed by the exclusion from

consideration of certain types of information is made clear by the controversy created by

Haacke’s work. Its exclusion from the exhibition received even more attention after the

museum rejected it a second time by effacing the small-scale reproductions of Haacke’s

panels that Daniel Buren incorporated into his own work—which the museum achieved

by pasting over those portions of Buren’s piece with white paper. Buren drove home the

point by appending a poster with the text “Kunst bleibt Politik” (art remains politics) to

his work, whereas Keller, despite his defense of the sanctity of the Manet painting, made

the remarkable assertion that “it is a not uncommon practice for a museum to paste over

an artist’s work, when an artist has expressly disregarded an agreement previously reached

with the museum.”16

The real estate documentation rejected by the Guggenheim reflected outward, sug-

gesting the impact of that system of ownership on the lives of people in New York. For the

Manet piece it was a different kind of ownership history, one that reflected inward on

the museum’s collecting practices by raising questions about exactly how the objects in the

museum get there, and the associations with wealth and power that lie behind the insis-

tence on disinterested aesthetic contemplation. It is also significant that Haacke chose a

work, even if in this particular case a seemingly uncontroversial still life, by the artist who

had managed to scandalize the art establishment of his own time with the Déjeuner sur

l’herbe in the 1863 Salon des Refusés and the notorious Olympia in the Salon of 1865. Yet

just as Manet’s painted scandal is now part of art history, understood in retrospect as the

beginning of modernism, so is Haacke’s conceptual attention to the history of ownership.

Haacke’s articulation of the history of an earlier work is now itself historically important

as a significant example of a critical conceptual practice. And it is from that perspective that

one has to understand the inclusion of the work in the 1997 “Deutschlandbilder” exhibi-

tion at the Martin-Gropius-Bau in Berlin. Whereas the version of Manet-PROJEKT ’74

that Haacke created after its initial rejection relied on a color photograph of the Manet still

life, for the 1997 exhibition Haacke had the opportunity to present this now-historical work 
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with the original painting, on this occasion willingly loaned by the Wallraf-Richartz-

Museum and displayed on an easel in front of the text panels as he had initially proposed.

This approach to the object, involving both an interrogation of the circumstances

of its presentation by the museum and the establishment of a new series of contexts—

whether by providing additional information or by the physical relocation of the object—

has to be understood as a circuitous version of the readymade. Once exhibitions began

to be organized by inviting artists to work in a particular space, attention to the museum’s

permanent collection followed, increasingly in the form of temporary manifestations by

artists who have incorporated both the physical space and other works of art into installa-

tions defined as a further work of authorship. Marcel Duchamp’s own unrealized sugges-

tion for a reciprocal readymade, from the notes collected for his Green Box, was “Use a

Rembrandt as an ironing-board.” In recent versions of the work of art as readymade, the

original object, though physically undamaged by the ensuing attention, is given new sig-

nificance through the maneuvers of subsequent generations of artists.

When Michael Asher was invited to participate in the Art Institute of Chicago’s “73rd

American Exhibition” in 1979, his contribution consisted of having the museum transport

a statue of George Washington from its usual position at the museum’s main entrance to

a gallery devoted to late eighteenth-century European painting and decorative arts. “I was

the author of the situation, not of the elements,” Asher wrote of this work.17 Asher in par-

ticular has established an approach specific to the site or context that leaves little other than

documentation behind once the exhibition is over. Like many of his projects, the reloca-

tion of the statue followed a period of research and negotiation, with the realized project

being the third proposal Asher made to the exhibition organizers. Yet his claim of author-

ship over this singular act of arrangement served to highlight particular qualities of the

overall order of the Art Institute collection. Like Asher’s earlier works, it incorporated a

formal analysis of the site; but it also arose from an investigation of the relationship of this

individual object to the historical structure established by the chronological arrangement

of the collection.

Asher managed, with this act of recontextualization alone, to draw attention to the

definition of a monument, the impact of categorization by period and author, the process

of preservation and conservation, and distinctions between original and copy within the

hierarchy of the museum. The relocation of the sculpture from its position outside, stand-

ing in front of the museum, to the European art galleries pointed out the different ways

this sculpture might be read—as a sculpture of Washington, and therefore connected to

United States history, or as a work by Jean-Antoine Houdon, a French sculptor, which, in

the context of a history of art written according to artists’ proper names, would be more 
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appropriately contextualized according to the period and national origin of its maker. The

move also brought into focus the sculpture’s uneasy function as a monument, a role that

it had been given by its placement in front of the building, even though the life-sized rep-

resentation had not been designed for that purpose, particularly with respect to scale. Once

inside the galleries, the contrast between its condition and that of the other objects there

also drew attention to how the museum maintains the work of art through cleaning and

conservation—and to the fact that one reason the sculpture had been outside in the first

place was due to its secondary status as a twentieth-century bronze cast made after

Houdon’s 1788 marble original.

This type of institutional critique emerged from the intersection of conceptual proce-

dures and a site-specific approach to the work, though it is by no means the only way artists

have made reference to the museum. The degree to which work that takes the institution

as its subject has become not just established but a significant part of the history of con-

temporary art was demonstrated by the Museum of Modern Art’s 1999 “The Museum as

Muse.” This extensive compilation of works by artists who had turned their attention to

the museum and its practices was assembled by Kynaston McShine, the same curator who

had organized MoMA’s 1970 “Information,” an early and notable example of the proce-

dure of issuing invitations to artists to submit proposals. One paradox of the 1999 exhibi-

tion, however, was that its organization was largely based on a more traditional curatorial

approach to the selection of already extant works.

Numerous examples of museum constructs and responses could now be pulled from

the archives. Versions of Duchamp’s Box in a Valise, Marcel Broodthaers’s Museum of

Modern Art, Department of Eagles, and Claes Oldenburg’s Mouse Museum had already been

shown in conjunction with one another at the 1972 Documenta 5 in Kassel, Germany, and

appeared again at the MoMA show as early exemplars of a now extensive history of both spe-

cific and general responses to museum environments and practices—with Broodthaers’s

museum assemblages represented by a few objects, and Oldenburg’s eclectic collection dis-

played in its full-scale, mouse-shaped room. Also represented were several successive gen-

erations of artists, whose responses to the museum encompassed versions of institutional

critique emerging from conceptual art, variations on reference and simulation identified

particularly with a group of artists who came to prominence during the 1980s, and a num-

ber of other approaches to museums in general or MoMA in particular. Yet the exhibition

as a whole was an eclectic affair, offering up works made from very different perspectives

simply because they referred in some way to museums or museum practices. The appear-

ance of photographs of revelers at gala openings in the same assembly as less celebratory

examples had the effect of suggesting that works with a critical edge represented simply one
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approach among many—with the difficulty they had initially presented safely understood

as part of history.

A few artists were also invited to create projects, and Asher’s proved that the process

of invitation and negotiation can still put the institution in an uncomfortable position, if

the history the artist wants to highlight is not one the institution wants to reveal. Asher’s

work appeared in the form of an 81⁄2 x 11-inch stapled publication with a bright red cover

and an interior of sixteen pages, some of which were blank. On the cover, the text read,

in white type, Painting and Sculpture from the Museum of Modern Art, with an overlay in

smaller gold type, Catalog of Deaccessions 1929 through 1998 by Michael Asher. In fact the

catalogue of deaccessions was Asher’s second project proposal. His first, rejected practi-

cally by return mail, proposed an exploration of authorship by means of the display of

works from museum collections for which the attributions had changed or the authentic-

ity had been questioned.18 Yet the information about the collection modestly presented in

the second, realized project was potentially far more eye-catching.

When Asher established the parameters for the work, he did not know exactly what

the museum’s compilation of this information would yield. What the publication con-

tained was a listing of the works—numbering a total of 403—that had been removed from

the museum’s Department of Painting and Sculpture through sale or exchange since the

museum’s inception. The model for the cover and page layout was one of the museum’s

own publications, specifically the catalogue of works acquired between 1967 and 1977, Paint-

ing and Sculpture in the Museum of Modern art, with Selected Works on Paper: Catalog of

the Collection, January 1, 1977, which was issued as a supplement to the earlier list of hold-

ings, Painting and Sculpture in the Museum of Modern Art, 1929–1967. The other catalogues

were, in their record of an expanding collection, demonstrations not just of holdings but

of acquisitions. A list of deaccessions, however, had never been compiled, much less pub-

licized in this manner.

The list, which includes works by a number of famous twentieth-century artists, can-

not fail to catch the attention of the reader, as much for the questions left unanswered as

for the information it does present. In particular, though the accession number indicates

the date that the work entered the collection, the list does not indicate when or under what

circumstances the work left. The museum’s concern over how this listing might be received

is evident in the statement by Kirk Varnedoe, Chief Curator of the Department of Paint-

ing and Sculpture, that the museum insisted on including in Asher’s catalogue. “In princi-

ple I didn’t want it because I don’t believe a curator should modify the work of an artist,”

Asher later recounted to an interviewer. “But when I read it I realized it could be quite re-

vealing.”19 Varnedoe’s statement expanded upon the point already made in Asher’s intro-

duction—that the works in the list were sold or exchanged to make new acquisitions—and



concluded with the disclaimer that, due to time limitations, “we have not been able to as-

sure ourselves that the present list meets the criteria of completeness or accuracy we would

require in a Museum publication. Readers are thus cautioned to be aware of possible flaws

and limitations in this listing of titles.”20

Asher’s analysis of how the museum records and disseminates collection information

allowed him to use the museum’s invitation as an opportunity to create a work that would

have an existence beyond the duration of the show itself—with the plan for its distribution

an equally important aspect of the conception. At his insistence the work was located in

two sites, both within the galleries and in the bookstore, where it was available free with

one’s entrance receipt for those persistent enough to track it down.21 Thus viewers were

able to take away this object that is in one sense the work, complete in itself, yet is also

linked to the particular circumstances of the exhibition for which it was generated. Asher’s

idea was that each of the ensuing venues would compile and publish its own list of deac-

cessions. The fact that the work was excluded from the traveling exhibition suggests both

the contradiction of creating site-specific works in face of the convention of the traveling

exhibition, and the potential for embarrassment inherent in this particular project. Yet one

marker of the historical distance between this work and Haacke’s rejected Manet project

can be seen in the fact that it was realized for the show’s initial venue and, further, that the

compiling of the information, production of the publication, and distribution at the book-

store were all tasks realized by the museum, working under the instructions of Asher’s pro-

posal after having solicited his participation in the exhibition.

“It is no longer a matter of trying to subvert or intrude,” says Louise Lawler of this gen-

eral shift. “Those strategies are now recognized and invited.”22 Lawler’s own photographs

and projects, with their insistent probing of the many regions through which works of art

move as they are on display or in transit, have played an important role in establishing such

analysis as a central concern of contemporary art. Further evidence of the changing rela-

tions between the museum world and the contemporary artists who have challenged its in-

stitutional assumptions was provided when another exhibition that could be described as

having the museum as its subject opened in 1996 at the Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen

in Rotterdam. There a number of the same artists featured in “The Museum as Muse”

appeared in an elaborate installation of the museum’s holdings that included many paint-

ings from its substantial collections of seventeenth-century portraits, examples of sculpture

and decorative arts from a range of sources, and many works drawn from its collection of

modern and contemporary art. In this case the artist responsible for the arrangement was

Haacke, whose control over the assembly was specified by an agreement that guaranteed

him complete freedom in his choice of works and their interpretation.23
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The strategy of inviting artists who have made collection and display practices the sub-

ject of their work into the museum, not just to create a site-specific installation in the

space but to work with the collection itself, is one that became increasingly common in the

1980s and 1990s. Interventions by artists in art museum collections have included Lawler’s

focus on still life paintings and a thimble collection for a 1990 installation at Boston’s Mu-

seum of Fine Arts, and Wilson’s extensive reconfiguration of the Seattle Art Museum in

1993.24 There were also certain earlier precedents, notably the 1969 “Raid the Icebox 1,” for

which Andy Warhol was invited into the storage vaults of the Museum of Art at the Rhode

Island School of Design to apply his own taste to the many eclectic objects that were im-

portant enough to catalogue yet not generally to put on display, with the resulting exhibi-

tion intermixing paintings, sculptures, chairs, and framed wallpaper samples, along with

entire cabinets from the costume collection filled with shoes or parasols and umbrellas.25

One feature that Haacke’s reconfiguration of the Rotterdam collection shared with

Warhol’s much earlier installation was the attention to the way paintings and other rela-

tively shallow works are stored in museum vaults on wire mesh grids, which in both cases

the artists made into an element of the installation presented for public view. Haacke de-

scribed his introduction to the basement storage at Rotterdam as a visit to a Wunderkam-

mer, or curiosity cabinet, where he found an “indiscriminate accumulation of exhibition

materials on gray steel grids, subject only to the rationale of efficient use of space.”26 Yet the

degree to which artists’ various plays on the idea of the museum have come to frame the

apprehension of the collection is evident in the way the accumulation also made Haacke

think of Broodthaers’s 1972 installation of The Eagle from the Oligocene to the Present at the

Düsseldorf Kunsthalle. And in turn, works by Broodthaers were among the many con-

temporary examples dealing with aspects of collecting and display that Haacke incorpo-

rated into his own work as constituted by his reinstallation.

An equally intriguing series of associations runs through the work that Haacke describes

as the impetus for the invitation to create the exhibition. Edgar Degas’s Little Fourteen-

Year-Old Dancer had appeared in the sixth impressionist exhibition of 1881 in the form of

a wax figure whose bodice was completed by a skirt made from layers of cotton fabric, and

whose hair was tied with an actual satin ribbon. A posthumous bronze edition produced

some four decades later used a similar combination of fabrics and sculpted form, which

Haacke had commented upon during a visit to the Metropolitan Museum of Art published

as part of a series of such discussions conducted by Michael Kimmelman.27 Haacke’s

observations drew the attention of the newly appointed director of the Boijmans Van

Beuningen, since the museum also owned a cast of the Degas sculpture that had been the

focus of much attention, including research into the history of dance that resulted in the



sculpture being outfitted with a longer tutu. In his arrangement of the collection Haacke

paired the Degas dancer with another cast, Auguste Rodin’s 1905 Walking Man (an en-

larged version of Rodin’s 1877 half-life-size sculpture of the same subject that served as the

basis for his 1878 John the Baptist), which belonged to the city of Rotterdam and was nor-

mally situated at an outdoor site not far from the museum. In Haacke’s installation the De-

gas and Rodin faced one another—as much as a headless sculpture such as Rodin’s can be

said to face anything—in front of Warhol’s 1965 The Kiss (Bela Lugosi), a canvas made with

a repeated photo silkscreen of a still from the 1931 film version of Dracula.

Why did Haacke choose this grouping? “I let myself be guided by the surrealist eti-

quette of the Comte de Lautréamont,” was Haacke’s own explanation. “Dracula and his

victim have as little to do with an amputated baptist and a ballet rat from Montmartre as a

sewing machine and an umbrella have to do with each other.”28 Yet one might well be

tempted to draw connections between Warhol’s title and one of Rodin’s other famous

sculptures. Even more suggestive is the attraction Degas’s dancer has also held for Lawler,

who has made a practice of photographing this multiple whenever she comes across an ex-

ample. Whereas Haacke was glad to be able to show the work without a protective enclo-

sure, the two photographs that, together with text, make up Lawler’s 1991–1993 Glass Cage

draw attention to the ways this sculpture is often framed by just such a setting. Not coinci-

dentally, Glass Cage was one of several works by Lawler in the museum’s collection that

made its way into Haacke’s installation.

“The production of meaning intrigues me as much as looking at who funds the insti-

tution and what they get in return,” was Haacke’s response to an interviewer’s query about

the connection between working within a collection and his earlier institutional critiques.29

Many of the contemporary works that he chose already included a complex play of refer-

ence, so that Haacke’s further intervention added another layer to their interpretation.

Lawler had used the title of her 1984 Pollock and Tureen, Arranged by Mr. and Mrs. Burton

Tremaine, Connecticut, to indicate to viewers the significance she placed on where she

found this painting, which appears in her color photograph as a fragment above a shelf of

elegant porcelains within the private collection thus indicated. Haacke in turn arranged

Lawler’s work next to another photograph of a painting, taken around 1938 of Dirk Han-

nema, an earlier director of the museum (then known as the Museum Boymans), contem-

plating a recent purchase, specifically one of the notorious Vermeer paintings of religious

subjects forged by Hans van Meegeren during the 1930s and 1940s, which van Meegeren

produced in part on the basis of information gleaned from his reading of a book on

Netherlandish painting coauthored by Hannema.30 In the publication devoted to the exhi-

bition, Haacke established an echo of his own earlier work in an extended caption that 
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outlined the history of Hannema’s collaboration under German occupation, followed by

his dismissal and brief imprisonment after the end of the war.31 Next was a photograph,

Daan van Golden’s 1978 New York, followed by Sebastian Stoskopff’s 1625 Still Life with

Books, each of which presented its own internal arrangement of art or objects. The impor-

tance of authorship and authenticity for the value accorded to the original object, and con-

siderations of when and why certain works become highly sought after, already suggested

in different ways by each of these works, become even more evident when they are brought

together in this manner.

One effect of visible quotation is its retroactive impact on the earlier work. What

Haacke’s installation implicitly acknowledged was the way that anyone familiar with

Lawler’s series of photographs capturing the multiple appearances of Degas’s dancer will

be unable to see the sculpture without a far greater awareness of its presentation, encased,

juxtaposed, or otherwise. And that was, of course, exactly Lawler’s point—that such con-

ditions had shaped her own appreciation of the work as she found it in differing circum-

stances. Thus her photographs highlight the arrangements created by the collectors who

hung their Pollock over examples of highly refined porcelain, or by the unnamed staff

members who brought together a grouping of works from Jeff Koons’s 1988 “Banality

Show” at the Sonnabend Gallery that is clearly not intended for public display.

The equal attention she gives to questions of presentation for her own images is evi-

dent in works where she has incorporated photographs into an objectlike series of paper-

weights. Their format transforms their orientation, as they appear not on the wall, in the

vertical alignment typical of the photograph on display, but sitting on surfaces, whether on

a pedestal in a gallery or perhaps in a private collection simply out on a table. Part of the

encounter with this work is therefore the experience of finding the correct vantage point

for viewing objects that can be approached quite literally from any direction—a process

that may resolve itself fairly quickly for some of them, for example the 1989 Untitled

(Koons), where the orientation of the sculptures in the photo is readily apparent, but less

quickly for other images that, cropped to a circle, contain few internal clues regarding spa-

tial alignment.

The intense engagement with context has created many intersections between artists,

at times as actual collaborations, far more often involving the creation of works that in-

corporate a precise response to other works, both earlier and contemporary. Such works

indicate both a thorough analysis of the circumstances of context and an equally careful

consideration of the nature of authorship—paradoxically made that much more evident

by the mechanisms of reference and quotation. The recontextualization can be as subtle as

Sherrie Levine’s photographs after other works of art, which contain within a seemingly



isolated and portable object traces of multiple contexts of both display and reproduction,

or far more explicit in the many and varied ways artists have physically recontextualized

nonart and art objects alike. The process of considering works of art that respond to and

incorporate other works, which may themselves be created through acts of recontextual-

ization such as copying or appropriation, implies a layering of authorship, or a chain of

quotation and reference, that can create a disconcerting sense of vertigo.

A particularly sly example of this layering process appeared in May I Help You?—

Andrea Fraser’s 1991 performance by proxy at the American Fine Arts gallery. In her own

thoroughly scripted appearances Fraser has presented herself in the guise of the docent,

weaving together statements about art and culture lifted from a multitude of sources or,

more recently, using a similar process of appropriation to perform the role of the artist. For

the work at American Fine Arts, members of the gallery staff, performing a script crafted

by Fraser, descended upon gallery visitors in a space hung with Allan McCollum’s Plaster

Surrogates. And just as the format used for the surrogates plays off found conventions, the

text of the script consists of found statements, particularly published statements by dealers

and collectors and the interviews with individuals representing different classes in French

society that appear throughout Pierre Bourdieu’s now-classic sociological study, Distinc-

tion: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste.32 Fraser’s authorship in this work was thus
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reduced to the process of establishing a context for the individual quotations and their per-

formance as a script.

The script performed by the gallery staff began with acclaim for the beauty of the work

on display; as the performer moved around the room, she or he described or responded to

the individual examples with varying degrees of enthusiasm, pomposity, incomprehen-

sion, and pathos. The objects by McCollum that were the ostensible subject of this puzzling

soliloquy could already be described as highly enigmatic. The cast sculptures, approxi-

mately one hundred in all, hanging in a row around the gallery, were molded and painted

to masquerade as framed images. From a distance their format would be instantly identi-

fiable to anyone familiar with the conventions developed for displaying works on paper.

But closer inspection reveals them to be a kind of painted relief, with the central rectangle

where the image would normally reside rendered as monochrome black. In this attention

to the appearance of art, the series is closely related to McCollum’s Perpetual Photographs,

and indeed some of the stills taken of television sets that served as the basis for that series

of photographic abstractions also contained “surrogates on location,” recognizable as

framed and matted works with illegibly dark centers. The Plaster Surrogates also share with

McCollum’s other works a process of controlled variation that produces similar yet differ-

entiated objects. For the Plaster Surrogates, the combinations made possible by approxi-

mately twenty different sizes for the object itself, 140 frame colors, and a dozen shades for

the mats yielded thousands of unique if closely related works.33 McCollum also minimized

his physical touch with the help of studio assistants. He described his motivation for the

Plaster Surrogates and the related Surrogate Paintings, where the entire object was painted

in the same monochrome hue, as a desire “to represent the way a painting ‘sits’ in a system

of objects . . . the goal was to make them function as props so that the gallery itself would

become like a picture of a gallery by re-creating an art gallery as a stage set.”34

McCollum began the Surrogate Paintings in 1978 and the Plaster Surrogates in 1982, and

both were widely exhibited in the context of solo and group shows during the 1980s. So by

1991 viewers familiar with contemporary art were likely to recognize this play on gallery con-

ventions as an example of work by McCollum. What they may or may not have been ex-

pecting, depending on how much prior knowledge they brought to their visit, was Fraser’s

activation of that stage set with her own play off art world conventions and rhetoric. The

fact that McCollum’s play with display conventions was so readily recognizable was an

effect of his activation of a highly specialized set of practices for the presentation of art. In

large part those practices are a product of the methods of collecting and display typical of

the art museum, as they developed in the aftermath of the separation of museums into 

collections of different types. This division, largely solidified in the nineteenth century,
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established the art museum as a specific kind of collection, in many ways distinguished by

the attitude toward the object from such other collection types as historical societies and

natural history museums. The art museum has also changed the relationship of art to its

environment. Many early works were in a sense appropriated by their entry into the mu-

seum, with their original function at times drastically altered by their assimilation into a

system of categorization based upon period, style, and, where possible, authorship. For

contemporary artists, the museum and the related environment of the gallery are now the

assumed space for art—with this condition evident in responses that range from extreme

attention to particular aspects of such contexts to the explicit rejection articulated in work

made expressly for other settings.

This attention to the circumstances of presentation has also been articulated in

changes in artistic method, and in increased engagement with other kinds of collecting and

display. Collecting, preservation, research, and display are no longer procedures that sim-

ply happen to works of art, but are transformed into processes that artists employ in their

production. The amassing of objects, traditionally the province of the collector, and the as-

sembly of photographic documentation that is likely to be part of the scholarly enterprise

have both been taken up by artists, not just to accumulate materials to be made into works

but with the collecting process constituting one of the methods by which the work is

achieved. At the same time, artists have been exploring other types of museums or related

attractions, with attention both to the different protocols for the objects and materials that

may be collected and to the modes of display that might appear in such settings as natural

history dioramas or the historic reconstructions found in wax museums. Yet the extent to

which the exploration of such materials and methods is still defined as art indicates how

the basis for the art museum’s differentiation from other collections has been retained.

Artistic authorship, even if in many ways based on the process of categorization associated

with the earlier history of the art museum, still establishes the framework within which a

variety of activities can be understood as art.

It is thus as an artist that Mark Dion went collecting insects in Venezuela, observed

the wildlife in the rain forests of Brazil, embarked on a study of the endangered species of

Belize, and excavated sites in Europe and the United States. Not only has he taken up var-

ious methods adapted from the history of scientific exploration, but those projects have

yielded outcomes equally varied in both their form of expression and their context of display.

The collecting tools and the insect specimens from Venezuela were brought together in a

mixed-media assemblage. Lists of the different wildlife species he was observing in Brazil

were faxed to the Museum of Natural History in Fribourg, Switzerland, where they were

matched against the museum’s holdings, with specimens that corresponded to his list



brought together in a special temporary display. In Belize his research appeared as a series

of labels combining historical and conservation information about animals from the re-

gion that were appended to the displays in the Belize Zoo.35 And to create his 2001 New En-

gland Digs, Dion conducted a series of excavations and then arranged the material in

cabinets and display cases shown in a traveling art museum exhibition.

The various roles Dion has taken on—explorer, naturalist, archaeologist—con-

sciously hark back to an earlier period in the history of scientific exploration, when areas

of expertise were less narrowly defined and scientific inquiry might be conducted by the

same wealthy amateurs who avidly collected its material evidence. For New England Digs,

Dion gave these interests a site-specific spin by transforming the art museum staff, along

with numerous volunteers, into teams that conducted a series of digs in the regions sur-

rounding each of the institutions that were venues for the exhibition. In Brockton, Mass-

achusetts, it was mounds of dirt that had been removed from other locations around the

city to an area behind a local cemetery as part of a public works project that became his ex-

cavation site—reflecting Dion’s careful avoidance, in his guise as artist taking on the role

of archaeologist, of locations that might be of genuine archaeological interest.36 Once

the odd mix of the artifacts from each area had been cleaned and collected, his method

of presentation echoed early cabinets of curiosities, where arrangements of natural and

other artifacts often reflected visual as much as scientific criteria. The clearly aestheticized

presentation also hints at the futility of trying to establish a consistent system of classifica-

tion for such unlike objects as old glass bottles, ceramic shards, and plastic swizzle sticks.

One of the central factors in the division between the art museum and other display

types was the emphasis on the aesthetic appreciation of the object. As artists have made both

the art museum itself and its relation to other collection types a focus of attention, however,

the activity of making art has increasingly come to incorporate materials or methods drawn

from other disciplines. A response to the art museum’s traditional relationship to the object

is equally apparent in works where the artist pointedly attempts to negate a response based

on aesthetic delectation. Conceptual art’s emphasis on idea and, before that, Duchamp’s

antiretinal stance are both part of the history that may help account for how the small pile

of gritty gray dust in Cornelia Parker’s 1996 Exhaled Cocaine can be understood as a work

of art. It is indeed, according to the caption, incinerated cocaine, with thanks given to HM

Customs and Excise indicating her source for this substance.37 One possible association is

suggested by the art museum’s collection of earlier religious artifacts, including relics that

derived their power from the belief in an origin not necessarily evident in the object itself.

Yet the work is also an example of how Parker has made the process of collecting a key el-

ement in the production of many of her works—sometimes as the beginning of a series of 
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further transformations enacted with objects that already have a particular set of historical

associations, or as a procedure for finding objects or substances ready-made as the result

of processes that Parker has discovered rather than instigated.

Parker’s materials and operations therefore evoke, under the guise of art production,

the objects that appear in such other museum types as historical societies and historic

house museums, which, like the religious artifacts that they resemble, achieve their signif-

icance from their connection to famous figures or events. Traces, whether physical or pho-

tographic, point back to a specific set of origins and procedures that nonetheless may not be

evident without supplementary information. Thus a series of photograms of feathers from

1997 and 1998 were not made with just any old plumage. Their captions point to Freud’s pil-

low, or Benjamin Franklin’s attic, with acknowledgment of the appropriate historical soci-

eties providing support for these particular claims of origin. In her 1998 Shared Fate, all that

is immediately apparent is that the objects in this somewhat disparate group—a rolled-up

newspaper, loaf of bread, necktie, pair of gloves, and deck of cards—have been subjected

to a process that has left them cut or severed. The description of these as “objects cut by the

Cornelia Parker, Shared Fate, 1998.
Objects cut by the guillotine that 
beheaded Marie Antoinette (news-
paper, loaf of bread, tie, gloves, 
and cards, with thanks to Madam 
Tussaud’s). Dimensions variable.
Courtesy the artist and Frith Street
Gallery, London.



guillotine that beheaded Marie Antoinette” thus adds far more exact information than

could be determined from the internal evidence presented by the objects themselves.38 In

this respect they are part of Parker’s self-conscious play with the relic, and with the trust or

belief such origin stories demand of the viewer. It is therefore ironic that Parker found the

guillotine used for Shared Fate in the midst of yet another kind of attraction, specifically

Madame Tussaud’s Chamber of Horrors in London, where this actual historical artifact,

for Parker “the most chilling thing there,” appeared in the midst of simulated horrors.39

A different but equally disturbing discovery in an obscure museum of medicine

prompted Zoe Leonard’s Preserved Head of a Bearded Woman, recorded in a group of five

photographs from 1991. Leonard, much like Parker, has pursued an interest in collecting ex-

pressed both in accumulations of objects and through photographs that can play a double

role as the basis for an imaginary assembly and as a means of drawing attention to the

context in which an object was originally encountered. Yet this work demonstrates even

more pointedly how documents and artifacts encountered outside the art museum, in

other types of collections and displays, have proved a rich source for exploring how such

institutions reflect cultural values. For Leonard the discovery of this seemingly forgotten

exhibit opened up a whole series of questions about the intersection of collecting and

assumptions about cultural norms. “How did her body end up in the hands of the people

who decapitated her? And how did she end up in a back shelf on top of a file cabinet in the

Musée Orfila?”40 These are only a few of the unanswered questions Leonard had about this

mysteriously fragmented and nameless head. The only information she could get, despite

repeated inquiries, was that she had been a circus performer at the turn of the century. And

there is a further decontextualization. As Leonard realized, “there is no proof of gender in

the bell jar. That could be a man with earrings and a lace collar on.”41 Through her photo-

graphs Leonard draws attention to a historical intersection of entertainment and scientific

claims, when human beings and their remains might also be displayed and collected on the

basis of perceived difference—in this example based on signs of gender.

In 1987 some of these same issues were raised when an actual, living body appeared on

display in the San Diego Museum of Man. The context for this exhibit was a museum of

anthropology, with a collection that both intersects and diverges from that of the survey-

type art museum. What might have been assimilated into the history of art in the context

of a survey museum appears in this other type of collection as part of a history of different

cultures and their developments. Here the Egyptian funerary objects, Native American

pottery, and Mayan figurines are part of a story focused on human evolution told from a

natural history perspective. Oddly enough, one exhibit that could definitely be defined as

art was the human being who was temporarily on display, presented lying in a raised bed 
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Zoe Leonard, Preserved Head of 
a Bearded Woman, Musée Orfila,
1991. From a set of five gelatin 
silver prints, 371⁄2" × 26" paper size.
Courtesy Paula Cooper Gallery, 
New York.



of sand and identified as “James A. Luna, Born February 9, 1950, Luiseño Indian.” Further

labels directed the viewer’s attention to “burns on the fore and upper arm . . . sustained

during days of excessive drinking” as well as other less visible emotional scars, and nearby

cases displayed such personal artifacts as music tapes, family pictures, certificates, and

other mementos of his life.42

The installation, which involved Luna’s own presence in an initial performance, and

then traces through the imprint left by his body in the sand and photographic documen-

tation, was created by an artist who, given the opportunity to work in this institution, chose

to use performance and installation practices to address issues of cultural representation.

What Luna’s work interrupted was the museum’s Kumeyaay exhibit, devoted to native

Californians described in the museum’s literature as “a thriving population, peaceful and

hospitable,” prior to Spanish conscription, and represented by “displays detailing food

supplies, dress and adornment, games, and ceremonies,” along with pottery and basketry.43

By appearing at the San Diego Museum of Man rather than at an art museum, he used his

own presence to address a history of collecting and display that has encompassed not only

Native American artifacts but also human remains—and during certain periods also living

human beings. At the same time, Luna’s decidedly unromanticized self-presentation ar-

ticulated a direct challenge to appropriations of Indian culture that ignore contemporary

realities.44 The work’s disruptive power, generated through a process of institutional cri-

tique with roots in conceptual and performance practices, emanated from the intersection

of contemporary evidence and the historical narrative from which it was extrapolated.

For three days in 1992, visitors to the Columbus Plaza in Madrid were also confronted

with the unexpected sight of humans on display, in this instance a pair of them, sporting

an abundance of familiar signs associated with images of the exotic or primitive and housed

in a cage. A map in the guise of educational documentation accompanying the display

identified their origin as Guatinau, a previously overlooked island in the Gulf of Mexico,

and guards were on hand to interpret the actions of the duo, who purportedly spoke only

their own native language. What was not necessarily evident to those who happened upon

this display was that it was a work of art conceived and performed by Coco Fusco and

Guillermo Gómez-Peña. The performance was one of a series of collaborative interven-

tions that drew upon Fusco’s background as a writer and curator and Gómez-Peña’s work

as a writer and artist involved with establishing a dialogue across the border between the

United States and Mexico. This particular installation, Two Undiscovered Amerindians

Visit Madrid, was part of the Edge ’92 Biennial, timed to coincide with the five hundredth

anniversary of Columbus’s landing in the Americas. One indication that the history of put-

ting non-Europeans on display as examples of exotic primitives was a conscious subject of 
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James Luna, Artifact Piece, 1987. 
Installation and performance at the
San Diego Museum of Man. Cour-
tesy the artist. Image courtesy the
New Museum of Contemporary Art,
New York.



the work appeared in the chronology of just such occurrences presented on one of the dis-

play’s information panels. The excess and inconsistency of their costume, and their per-

formance of such “traditional tasks” as watching television, lifting weights, and working on

a computer provided further clues to the status of the display. Yet Fusco reports varying re-

sponses of bafflement and hostility from the surprisingly large number of people who

failed to grasp its fictional nature.45

A subsequent roster of appearances in England, the United States, Australia, and

eventually Argentina included other similarly public sites and also installations in con-

junction with museums of natural history, with the presentation ideally preceded by little

advance warning. The failure of audience members to grasp the fiction had particularly

acute implications when the work was shown under the auspices of a museum of natural

history, where the misapprehension had ramifications for the other museum displays.

“Their main concern was that we were inauthentic and did nothing to admit that. They

thought we were damaging their institutions’ reputations by suggesting that dissimulation

takes place, not only in our cage, but in their exhibitions and their dioramas and their wall

labels.”46 Or, as Fusco wrote of the work, “we were not the only ones who were lying; our

lies simply told a different story.”47

Like Wilson’s orchestration of the Maryland Historical Society, the installation and

performance works created by Luna and by Fusco and Gómez-Peña show how contempo-

rary methods rooted in earlier conceptual and performance practices might be used in

conjunction with an analysis of institutional practices to create work with a clearly critical

edge. The works suggest a complex relationship to art institutions, in the fact that these ap-

pearances were understood as works of art regardless of the venue in which they were pre-

sented, and whether or not the viewers recognized them as such. Furthermore, the political

agenda did not prevent the subsequent embrace of these and other works by the same

artists in the context of museum exhibitions. These shifts indicate a transformation in the

institutional response to challenging or difficult work, including art with an explicit polit-

ical agenda. And by the late 1980s, it was institutional sponsorship of political or otherwise

provocative work that was coming under attack by conservative politicians.48

Less than two decades separate the Guggenheim’s 1971 rejection of Haacke’s politically

charged explorations of real estate ownership and the Hirshhorn Museum’s 1988 sponsor-

ship of a politically charged projection by Krzysztof Wodiczko, an artist with an established

history of using temporary projections to create provocative anti-monuments. Wodiczko

used the Hirshhorn invitation to turn the museum into the support for a projection that

appeared on the exterior of the building facing the Mall in Washington, D.C.—timed to

occur over three consecutive nights in the midst of the week before the presidential 
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Visit London, May 1992 (installation
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Krzysztof Wodiczko, Hirshhorn 
Museum projection, 1988. 
Courtesy the artist and Galerie 
Lelong, New York.



election, when its symbolic allusions to the wielding of both weapons and rhetoric, juxta-

posed with the more marked suggestion of one of the “thousand points of light” described

by George Bush, Senior, during his presidential campaign, would have the maximum po-

litical impact.49 Wodiczko’s work has also been assimilated into art world distribution

channels that the temporary nature of his projections might otherwise preclude through

the backlit color transparencies he uses to present photographic documentation of his site-

specific interventions.

Felix Gonzalez-Torres was equally adept in using the invitation to exhibit, which he

combined with the mechanism of a work sold on the basis of instructions, to create a series

of billboards that included pointed statements or information about health care policies

and the AIDS epidemic as well as provocatively enigmatic texts and images. The procedure

he established to ensure the long-term existence of these billboard works depended in two

ways upon the precedent established by Sol LeWitt’s wall drawings—both the process it-

self of using instructions to ensure the continuity of a work that does not have an uninter-

rupted physical existence, and the development of a market for works sold on the basis of

a certificate and instructions. The negotiations for the public realization are set in motion

as part of any plan to exhibit the work. Although the directions for the billboards do allow

their individual owners to create a private installation, they specifically stipulate that any-

time the work is borrowed for an exhibition it must be installed in at least one outdoor lo-

cation as well.50 Thus Gonzalez-Torres used this administrative procedure to ensure that

these works will make periodic reappearances as public billboards, continuing the process

of replacing the messages typical of this commercial space with such hauntingly ambigu-

ous images as a black-and-white photograph of two pillows marked by the indentations

left by absent heads or a small bird silhouetted against the clouds.

How is it that a work of art, whether or not it is recognized as such, can end up far

removed from the galleries and museums devoted to the presentation of contemporary

works? The move outside the gallery and museum context already has a long history, with

particularly strong precedents in the manifold rejections of the traditional, portable, sal-

able object during the 1960s and 1970s. Equally important was the exploration of new types

of sites, both distant from the city and in its midst. The opportunities thus established to

step outside the museum and gallery context have presented artists with the possibility of

using highly varied strategies of intervention to interact with cultural situations. What is

increasingly prevalent, however, is institutional sponsorship of the invitation for artists to

intrude, not just within the gallery or museum space but in the context at large. At the same

time, artists have investigated more ways to use the systems associated with exhibitions and

other kinds of transactions as structures that they can incorporate into the process of

achieving their work. 



Felix Gonzalez-Torres, Untitled
(Strange Bird), 1993. Billboard, 
dimensions variable with installa-
tion. As installed for “Travelling,”
Museum of Contemporary Art, 
Los Angeles, April 24–June 19, 
1994. Courtesy of Andrea Rosen
Gallery, New York, in representation
of the Estate of Felix Gonzalez-
Torres. Photo: Alex Slade.



The artists who have created these temporary public works—widely varied in form,

and sometimes presented with little or no specific identification as art—have in common

their ability to use the exhibition system as it has developed to create works that can extend

far beyond the traditional physical frame of the institution. Such interventions emerge

from an ongoing process of analyzing the circumstances and customs that characterize

these different types of spaces, and incorporating that analysis into the structure of the

work. In many cases artists have taken advantage of settings that allow them to create works

not immediately identifiable as art. At one extreme in this deployment of work outside the

context of an established exhibition space is the presentation of readymades in their typi-

cal habitat, without the benefit of an obvious act of physical recontextualization to draw

attention to their status as such. In this version of the play between the gallery or museum

and the public presentation of their work, artists have taken up the conventions and pub-

licity apparatus associated with gallery and museum exhibitions to declare authorship of

objects and phenomena that anyone not armed with such knowledge would have little

hope of identifying as art.

Given the intense theorization of the copy as well as the extended analyses of the rhet-

oric of representation that have been part of the discourse surrounding contemporary art,

a work based on displaying actual objects made with rare jewels in precious metal settings

in regular alternation with their photographic representation would seem to fit perfectly

into these discussions. In fact Silvia Kolbowski took note of just such an intriguing possi-

bility. Monday through Friday, as part of the normal process of closing up shop, employ-

ees of Harry Winston would remove the actual diamond jewelry from the display windows

of their Manhattan store and replace it with a backlit photographic representation. Kol-

bowski, whose work has included a multifaceted examination of the circulation of both

goods and information, decided to make the process of exchange her own during a four-

week period in 1990. This act of appropriation was realized through an advertisement in

Artforum and invitations sent to the Postmasters Gallery mailing list announcing this “ex-

ample of recent work” and directing potential viewers to Harry Winston’s Fifth Avenue

address during the period each late afternoon when the displays would be reconfigured.

Part of Kolbowski’s motivation was to create a public work of art that would explore

divisions between public and private through the appropriation of an already accessible

site. Given the fame of this exclusive jeweler, and the opulent examples on display each day,

it was not a matter of having to draw attention to the one point where the general public

can see goods otherwise viewed by appointment only. Kolbowski simply added a further

layer to this play between public and private by directing another segment of the public to

this same sidewalk to mix with those viewing the display without the benefit of Kolbowski’s 



Silvia Kolbowski, an example 
of recent work may be seen in the 
windows of Harry Winston, Inc., from 
approximately 5:17 pm to 5:34 pm,
1990 (invitation and installation
view). Courtesy the artist and Amer-
ican Fine Arts, New York.





mediating gesture. What the audience that came during the designated time to view the

changing of the display as a work of art could not know from the invitation, however, was

that this particular readymade had been alerted to their private reading. Kolbowski, upon

discovering that her advertisement might run afoul of legal prohibitions against misap-

propriation of name, sought and received written consent from the company—which was

granted on the condition that she make a change in the format of the invitation to avoid

suggesting that the example of her work included the design of the jewelry itself. Another

difficulty arose when Kolbowski discovered late in the process that the jeweler had changed

its hours, with the consequence that the substitution over which she was asserting author-

ship would be taking place a half hour later than expected.51 And because this process had

a life of its own, Kolbowski’s decision to limit the duration of her conceptual authorship to

the four-week period typical of a gallery exhibition did not preclude further viewing of the

substitution, even after her claim expired, with the experience inflected by the knowledge

of this assertion of authorship.

The possibility that the readymade might take to the road, freed from the physical

confines of the gallery space yet dependent for recognition on other kinds of pointing de-

vices associated with such contexts, is one of the curious legacies of conceptual art. And a

particularly tenacious example of a potentially invisible work of public art was presented

by Asher’s contribution to the 1997 “Skulptur” exhibition in Münster, Germany. This

work, which took the form of a rented trailer that was moved to fourteen different loca-

tions in and around the city, and was identifiable as art only on the basis of leaflets avail-

able at the museum’s front desk, appeared in the context of an exhibition that provided

ample evidence of the extent to which the invitation to create works for such an occasion

has been extended to include the surrounding territory. The vast majority of the works by

more than seventy invited artists were realized in locations throughout the city, and while

many consisted of configurations immediately identifiable as sculpture, or at least as art

rather than something else, others were partially camouflaged by their resemblance to what

was already there. The definition of sculpture was also extended to include such produc-

tions as a two-minute film by Charles Ray that was projected among the coming attractions

in the local movie theaters, or an audio guide produced by Janet Cardiff that set viewers off

on a prescribed walk through the city with the experience shaped by the voice and sound

effects played through their headsets. In this context, visitors to the exhibition were  un-

doubtedly mindful of the potential that any unexplained or ambiguous phenomenon

might be art, even Asher’s surreptitious and mobile contribution.

Another reason 1997 visitors would have been alert to Asher’s work was that it already

had a surprisingly long history. The 1997 “Skulptur” exhibition was the third in a series,  
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Michael Asher, Münster “Skulptur”
installation, 1997. Parking position,
12th week (September 8–15): church
square in Nienberge, in front of no.
6. Courtesy the artist.



organized at ten-year intervals, and Asher had been invited to participate in all three.

His project for 1997 was actually a reprise of one he had shown in 1987 and 1977. The first

“Skulptur” exhibition had been a two-part affair, one consisting of a historical survey of

the evolution of abstraction in twentieth-century sculpture, and a second to which nine

artists were invited to contribute temporary public works. In 1977 Asher’s realized pro-

posal—to have the museum rent a modest trailer for the duration of the nineteen-week ex-

hibition and move it on a weekly basis to different sites Asher had selected in and around

the city—followed upon a series of ideas that could not be executed for one reason or an-

other.52 When he was invited to contribute to the second “Skulptur” exhibition in 1987, the

outline of the project was far more readily apparent. His instructions were to repeat the

process, using the same make and model of trailer and taking it to the same locations. And

for the third exhibition in 1997, his instructions were again the same.

The various sites included a mix of urban, suburban, residential, and commercial set-

tings, where the temporary appearance of this vehicle might or might not be a likely oc-

currence, and where it was unmarked as art for those not alerted to its designation through

the information at the museum. The trailer that Asher selected in 1977 was purposely un-

remarkable, and its provisional status was emphasized by its return to the rental agency at

the conclusion of the exhibition. In submitting instructions for an exact repetition, Asher

consciously activated one of the paradoxes that has emerged from the historicization of

highly situation specific works—as the agenda of historical survey exhibitions can create

pressure to remake examples of what had been understood as ephemeral work. In this case,

however, the directive to remake the work as closely as possible ten years and then twenty

years later arose from Asher’s decision to use the consistency of the action to bring out the

incremental changes in context. One challenge was the increasing difficulty of renting the

original model of trailer ten and particularly twenty years later. Another difficulty was try-

ing to pinpoint some of the original locations in the context of a changing environment.

For locations where the earlier space was no longer available, Asher had the trailer placed

in storage for that week. And because each of the exhibitions was shorter than the one be-

fore, the final positions used in 1977 were not reused.53 In this respect, the instruction to re-

peat the work only served to emphasize its transformation as a result of the changes to both

the exhibition schedule and the environment through which this readymade, let loose

from the physical confines of the institution, was expected to move.

What might a trailer parked on the side of a road have in common with a performance

in a museum of anthropology or a photograph of an arrangement of sculptures presented

as a paperweight? In their nature of expression and context of presentation they are widely

divergent. They nonetheless each emerge from a process of analysis, with the outcome
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Michael Asher, Münster “Skulptur”
installation, 1977. Parking position,
12th week (September 19–26):
church square in Nienberg, in front
of grocery store. Courtesy the artist.



inscribed in the work itself. The articulation of a relationship to context is part of an ex-

panding definition of art that has enabled a hitherto unimaginable variety of often fleeting

manifestations to be understood as art and presented as works of authorship. Even works

made to appear exclusively outside the physical confines of the art museum, or those that

may not be visibly distinguished as art, establish through their pointed negation a relation

to the conventions associated with art institutions. As artists have incorporated the out-

come of this process of analysis into the structure of their work, they have directed atten-

tion both to how art is interpreted and to the significance of other cultural formations. If

it was conventions associated with museum and gallery display that initially allowed artists

to point to everyday objects and identify them as art, an expanded definition of the work

has now been taken up and used by artists to point outward in ways that heighten percep-

tion of the world at large.
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Adrian Piper, Catalysis III, 1970.
Street performance, New York.
Courtesy the artist.



Sometime in 1970 Adrian Piper impregnated her clothing with a concoction of vinegar,

eggs, milk, and cod liver oil and then spent a week moving around New York in her smelly

regalia, subjecting other passengers on the rush hour subway or late-night browsers in a

bookstore to an unannounced and open-ended performance that she called Catalysis I.

Other works from the Catalysis series created an equally disconcerting presence, as she in-

tersected with members of an urban public who had no idea that they were witnessing a

work of art in action. For Catalysis III she “painted a set of clothing with sticky white paint

with a sign attached saying ‘WET PAINT,’ then went shopping at Macy’s for some gloves

and sunglasses.” Catalysis IV entailed stuffing her cheeks with a towel, part of which pro-

truded from her mouth, and “riding the bus, subway, and Empire State Building elevator.”

She also went to the library with a concealed tape of loud belches (Catalysis V) and blew large

chewing gum bubbles at inopportune times, letting the gum stick to her face (Catalysis VII).

The point of these activities, as she described them, was to set up a confrontation “within

oneself or between people,” so that the artist “becomes the catalytic agent inducing change

in the viewer.”1 Though this series of actions dealt less specifically with issues of racism

than many of Piper’s later works, it established her procedure of challenging beholders to

respond to the perception of strangeness or difference in their midst. The goal of the work

was not, Piper has indicated, to break down distinctions between art and life, since she as-

sumed specific characters for the Catalysis series, and for later works as well. Yet she was

clearly not a performer in the traditional sense, because her initial audience was not aware

of its status as such, and had no warning that an art activity was taking place in its midst.

A few years earlier Piper had met another artist, Vito Acconci, whose self-described

move from “I do art” to “I do” set him off on his own series of unusual actions and per-

formances.2 What he did most famously, for his 1972 Seedbed, was masturbate under a 



Adrian Piper, Catalysis IV, 1970–
1971. Street performance, New York.
Courtesy the artist. 



ramp built across the end of the Sonnabend Gallery in New York while giving voice to his

fantasies about the viewers who happened into the gallery space. Between 1969 and 1973,

after which he removed his direct presence in favor of an emphasis on video and installa-

tion, he used his own body to explore confrontations with others and with himself, en-

gaging in a list of actions that included issuing invitations to meet him at the end of an

abandoned New York pier over a series of nights when he would reveal embarrassing se-

crets, stepping up and down on a stool every day over several one-month periods, dressing

his penis in doll’s clothes and talking to it for three hours, and biting the portions of his

own body he could reach hard enough to leave temporary indentations that he would then

ink up and use to pull prints. Through these actions Acconci used his body to articulate

procedures that included turning inward on himself, using his presence to set up a con-

frontation with others, and establishing situations where his own actions would be deter-

mined in response to other “agents.”

Some of his actions were announced yet still disconcerting, while at the opposite ex-

treme, for his Following Piece (where he chose people at random and then trailed them un-

til they entered a private space), only he was aware of the action taking place. “In Following

Piece my space and time are being controlled” was how he described the action to Liza Béar:

“I’m following a person, but I’m certainly not a spy, I’m being dragged along.”3 In some

cases these acts of following—one per day, between October 3 and 25, 1969, except for two

days when he didn’t follow anyone—were over in minutes and took Acconci only a short

distance from where the following began, usually somewhere in the Greenwich Village area

of Manhattan. Others went on for hours, requiring him to wait for an individual to finish

a shift at work or watch a movie, or taking him on subway rides to points in Brooklyn,

Queens, or the Bronx. Following Piece was a clandestine affair, since it did not involve the

frame of the gallery or museum space or, seemingly, any awareness on the parts of the in-

dividuals Acconci selected for participation. By contrast, the Proximity Piece, conceived

around the same time but realized for the 1970 “Software” exhibition at the Jewish Mu-

seum in New York, used the exhibition space to frame his transgressive confrontation.

There, for the duration of the exhibition, Acconci challenged randomly selected museum

visitors, “standing beside that person, or behind, closer than the expected distance—I

crowd the person until he/she moves away or until he/she moves me out of the way.”4

Acconci’s Following Piece and Piper’s Catalysis actions present a particular kind of hy-

brid: public yet private versions of performance with strong links to conceptual art and also

to other ephemeral forms known only through documentation. They can be understood

as offshoots of the mode of conceptual practice articulated by Sol LeWitt in his 1967 “Para-

graphs on Conceptual Art.” “The idea becomes a machine that makes the art” was his 
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introduction to a process of working with a predetermined plan or set of rules that, regard-

less of how selected, should be followed to their conclusion, with “the fewer decisions made

in the course of completing the work the better.”5 While the examples LeWitt gave of the

move from idea to realization tended to highlight the simple geometric forms that char-

acterized his own three-dimensional work of the time, the emphasis on plan had far

broader applications. Nor is the connection to these conceptually oriented forms of per-

formance fortuitous. Looking back at her early turn toward conceptual art, Piper described

“LeWitt’s work and writings” as offering her “the tools and encouragement to pursue this

line.”6 Moreover, a second key statement by LeWitt, the 1969 “Sentences on Conceptual

Art,” first appeared in the poetry magazine 0–9 that Acconci coedited with Bernadette

Mayer.7 Several of Piper’s early conceptual works also appeared in 0–9, where Acconci’s

own changing interests were reflected in the increasing emphasis by 1969 on conceptually

oriented projects and descriptions—which not coincidentally shared with the poetry that

prevailed in early issues the potential to be expressed with nothing more than the type-

writer and mimeograph machine that determined the format of this modestly produced

publication.

So how do we know that Piper and Acconci engaged in these activities? First and fore-

most, we know because they have told us so. One of the striking features of both Piper’s

Catalysis actions and Acconci’s Following Piece is the way both performances partake

equally of absolute immediacy and significant delay. The immediacy is in the unscripted

interactions between the artist and an unsuspecting public. The delay is in the dissemi-

nation of knowledge about the work to an audience that has access to the activity only

through the accounts and documentation the artist decides to provide. All of the descrip-

tions above of Piper’s Catalysis series come from Piper’s own statements in “An Ongoing

Essay,” published in Art and Artists in 1972, which constituted an initial and abbreviated

version of her 1975 Talking to Myself: The Ongoing Autobiography of an Art Object.8 Ac-

conci’s Following Piece was produced as part of “Street Works IV,” one of a series of exhi-

bitions sponsored by the Architectural League of New York, which provided a framework

for activities to be carried out in public spaces throughout the city. Details about the fol-

lowing procedure were, however, distributed after the fact, with the record of each day’s

activities initially mailed only to a series of selected individuals.9 Wider dissemination fol-

lowed later still as Acconci’s descriptions of his early actions appeared in various publica-

tions, including the 1972 issue of Avalanche devoted entirely to his work to that point. It was

the dissemination of these descriptions that established the audience for the work (as op-

posed to those who happened to intersect with the action)—an audience that can only 
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experience the activities in retrospect, through the information provided by the artist, and

therefore has to rely on the artist’s claim that the described activities did indeed take place.

This is not to say, however, that even the experience of Acconci’s announced actions

was necessarily straightforward. Both Proximity Piece and Seedbed established “perfor-

mance situations” where the activity was ambiguous, intermittent, and also required a

certain degree of belief from its audience.10 The Proximity Piece was performed both by

Acconci and by substitutes during the 1970 “Software” exhibition’s eight-week run, and a

written description of the action was posted on a three-by-five-inch card within the exhi-

bition. If the person chosen for the action did not happen to see the description, he or she

might well fail to distinguish the crowding as a performance; and, conversely, someone

aware of the planned activity would tend to find it even when it was absent. According to

Acconci, “if a person who was looking at an exhibit had read the statement and someone

happened to be close to him, he might quickly assume that the piece was being acted out.

I know it worked out that way because I got calls from people I didn’t know saying that they

had seen me at the museum on days when neither I nor the substitute was there.”11

Seedbed, by contrast, was in no danger of being lost in the cacophony of a group show.

Visitors to this indubitably one-man exhibition at the Sonnabend Gallery were greeted

with a ramp construction evocative of minimalism. The ramp’s association with minimal-

ism was, however, interrupted by a speaker in one corner and further redirected by a set of

written statements about the piece posted on the wall leading up to the construction. Via

the texts Acconci announced his activation of the room by his “presence underground, un-

derfoot” and his goal of producing and scattering seed by means of “private sexual activ-

ity” while fantasizing about the gallery visitors.12 One thing not indicated in the wall text,

however, was that Acconci was there only part of the time. By his own description he was

under the ramp two or three days per week for the duration of the exhibition.13 Many vis-

itors to the exhibition therefore heard only an ambiguous silence, and even those who did

become the subject of verbalized fantasies could not see the artist. In the Avalanche inter-

view published that same year he described Seedbed as his most important work because of

the way it allowed him to be “with an audience . . . constantly physically present, in the

sense of being audible.” Yet he also acknowledged that his lack of visibility could lead a

viewer to think he “wasn’t really there, that it was just a tape.”14 Looking back at the piece

some years later, from the vantage point of his move away from live performance, he em-

phasized this latter aspect of the work, describing the obvious question it raised as “If I’m

not seen do I have to be there?”15

Of course another reason that we know, or think we know, that Piper and Acconci did

the things they have claimed is because we have seen the pictures. The Catalysis works, 



Following Piece, and Seedbed are familiar from small groups of by now often reproduced pho-

tographs. The Catalysis series comes into view in four enigmatic images, two from Catalysis

III, showing Piper on a crowded sidewalk sporting her WET PAINT sign and attracting the

attention of some but not all passersby, and two more from Catalysis IV, with her standing

on a sidewalk under a bus stop sign that says “no standing” or on a bus in the middle of a

row of seated passengers. Seedbed is usually shown in one or more of three often-

reproduced images, two of a woman in black either standing or sitting on the ramp, and

one of Acconci threaded through the support beams under the structure, seemingly in the

midst of the act he claims to have performed. Following Piece is represented by a single pho-

tograph or a sequence showing Acconci in the act of following a man in a short-sleeved

white shirt and dark pants.

The specific issues raised by these images intersect with the challenge posed by a wide

range of performance and other ephemeral manifestations. All too many works from the

1960s and 1970s can be only faintly apprehended through published and oral history ac-

counts that have circulated after the fact, supplemented by sparse documentation often

produced because someone just happened to be on hand with a camera. Even works that

are well known may be represented by a single image or a small set that can convey little of

a long or complex activity. Carolee Schneemann’s Interior Scroll is identified with the sin-

gular photograph of her speaking the text on the folded strip of paper that she is pulling in

a dramatic curved line from inside her vagina, even though her description of the 1975 per-

formance and the many additional stills reproduced in More than Meat Joy show this mo-

ment to be the culmination of a varied set of actions.16 Or there are the photographs of the

coyote interacting with the felt-enveloped Joseph Beuys in his 1974 Coyote, I Like America

and America Likes Me at the René Block Gallery, capturing a few moments in a multiday

action during which, for much of the time, the coyote slept off to the side. Or, from a differ-

ent direction, while Chris Burden’s 1971 Shoot is most often depicted with the single image

of the shot itself, the sequence of still images that includes the process of taking aim as well

as him walking away and then looking into the camera in apparent stunned surprise as the

blood drips from the wound in his arm creates a much greater sense of duration than sug-

gested by the film of the event, where the action is over almost as soon as it starts.17

Then there is the impact that the act of recording can have on the activity being

recorded—a dilemma Allan Kaprow recognized early on in the response to his happenings.

The problem Kaprow had with photographic documentation was twofold. Not only did the

photograph reduce an event in time and space to a series of isolated, two-dimensional im-

ages, but participants would act for the camera, with its presence therefore mediating their

experience. To counter the danger of happenings being transformed into media-driven
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spectacles, Judith Rodenbeck recounts, “Kaprow banished both audience and photogra-

phers (but not photography) from his events,” limiting those in attendance to participants

and making sure that any photographs or other forms of recording or transmission were

part of the action itself rather than documents produced by nonparticipants.18 Kaprow’s

alternative to external documentation was to establish a tradition of having the partic-

ipants meet to discuss their experiences after an event, and allowing stories about the

happenings to serve as their record.19 The opposite approach to the uneasy relationship

between document and action was to transform the premise of the action so that its pur-

pose was the making of a video. In fact Martha Rosler’s consideration of the nature and im-

pact of the document is part of the subject of her 1977 Vital Statistics of a Citizen Simply

Obtained, where a tableau staged for the video camera explores the objectification of the

female body as a series of absurdly detailed measurements are taken by and reported to in-

dividuals whose clipboards and white lab coats associate them with both scientific and

medical examination.20

These issues circle back to the question of just what kind of evidence the photograph

can provide. The image of Acconci under the ramp for Seedbed shows something that the

initial audience for the work could not see taking place. In that respect the document is dis-

connected from the firsthand experience of the work in a manner similar to aerial views of

certain installations or earthworks. Photographs taken from above of the 1972 Maze that

Alice Aycock constructed on a farm in Pennsylvania, or Robert Morris’s 1974 Philadelphia

Labyrinth at the Philadelphia Institute of Contemporary Art, show the overall logic of the

journey through those spaces not available to the ground-level viewers brave enough to en-

ter them without knowledge of their layout. But the issues raised by photographs of the

Acconci and Piper works under discussion become even more complex when one consid-

ers the relation of the photographs to the actions described by the artists. If one believes

Acconci’s descriptions of Seedbed, he was alone under the ramp, responding to footsteps

above. He has not described being under the ramp with someone taking pictures of him

masturbating, and in fact the paradox of a hidden exhibitionism is one of the striking fea-

tures of the work. Likewise, in the artists’ descriptions Following Piece and the Catalysis ac-

tions constitute particular kinds of performances, carried out without an audience, or at

least without an audience that understood its role as such. The whole point is that the

actions were unmarked, unannounced, unframed. The presence of a photographer would

proclaim that something was happening, drawing attention to Acconci’s covert operation,

or framing the strangeness of Piper’s confrontation as a planned and therefore less dis-

concertingly off-center activity.

Considered as evidence, the four published photographs of Catalysis III and IV, cred-

ited to Piper’s friend Rosemary Mayer, suggest an interruption, however brief, in Piper’s



solo engagement with the public. In the case of the photographs for Acconci’s Following

Piece, credited to Elizabeth Jackson, their status as document is even more dubious. The

sequence of four images published in 1971 alongside Cindy Nemser’s interview with Ac-

conci in Arts Magazine, and again in Lucy Lippard’s Six Years: The Dematerialization of the

Art Object, presents strong internal indications that this particular instance has been staged

for the photograph. The two views of Acconci’s back that show him in the act of following

the man in a white short-sleeved shirt and dark pants are preceded by two views of the man

and Acconci approaching on the sidewalk—meaning that the photographer was posi-

tioned in advance of the trajectory of the following, taking pictures as both walked seem-

ingly unaware toward the camera.21 In fact none of the hand-written lists for the different

days, eventually assembled in an array that also includes two of the photographs, describe

this man. The lack of correspondence between described action and photographs suggests

that these particular images are better understood as illustrations rather than evidence of

these activities. Moreover, the sense of the work conveyed by the photographs and accom-

panying accounts is potentially far more interesting than what one might have encoun-

tered at the moment, without knowledge of the plan motivating the actions, had one

accidentally intersected with Piper or Acconci as they moved around the city. Rather than

serving as proof, then, the photographs unexpectedly confirm the status of these actions as

essentially unverifiable, with part of their power lying in the challenge they pose about

whether to believe the artists’ claims to have done what they describe.

Yet even plausible photographs would hardly, in themselves, serve as definitive proof

of an activity—as Sophie Calle’s somewhat later following works make clear. Calle did her

own following around Paris, using randomly chosen individuals to take her to parts of

town to which she would not normally have gone. The activity became her 1981 Suite véni-

tienne when she accidentally met one of the people she had followed, found out that he was

about to leave for Venice, and decided to pursue him there. For The Shadow, also 1981, she

inverted the process of following by having her mother hire a private detective to follow

her for a day and document her activities. In this way she turned her entire day into a per-

formance for an audience of one. While the detective knew he had been hired to follow

Calle, he was presumably not aware that he was being led, that he was a participant rather

than a shadow. The subterfuge set up a reversal of the standard relationship between the

followed and the observed, with Calle acting the process of being followed while also, in the

documents thus produced, having the opportunity to see herself through someone else’s

eyes. Both works are documented in textual accounts and photographs, the Suite vénitienne

with ambiguous black-and-white photographs taken by Calle over the course of her twelve

days in Venice, and The Shadow with photographs of Calle taken by the detective. Though

Calle thus accounts for how the photographs came into being, they could still be read as an 
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inversion of the proof they posit. Anyone familiar with her ongoing dialogue with the nov-

elist Paul Auster might be tempted to wonder whether the photographs, presented along

with Calle’s first-person account and the reports about her various activities produced by

the detective, could in fact be evidence of an elaborate fictional construction.

Does it matter whether a photograph actually documents the activity that it repre-

sents? Does it matter who took the photograph? In a sense it is not important whether these

photographs are fact or fiction, actual documents or staged, because this is how each artist

has decided to represent the work. “This is a portrait of Iris Clert if I say so,” asserted Robert

Rauschenberg in a 1961 telegram that constituted his submission to an exhibition in Paris.

Perhaps that assertion should be expanded to encompass the possibility that photographs

represent an artist’s work if the artist says so. So we have works that are about immediacy

of experience accomplished through the direct presence of the body, but an immediacy

that has to be imagined through the mediation of accounts and documents. The more im-

mediate, the more ephemeral, the more of-the-moment or of-the-place the work is, the

more likely that it is known through images and accounts, the two sometimes working to-

gether, sometimes in isolation from one another. Thus there is a temporal gap built into

the reception of work understood in retrospect, only through documents of inaccessible

actions—unless, of course, the work is identified as standing not in the initial actions but in

the documents themselves. There is in fact always a question of when, within a progression

of choices, the document may be transformed from secondary object to something identi-

cal with the work itself, either because the emphasis has tipped toward the material real-

ization or, at the other extreme, because the work itself is defined as a conceptual idea only

partially and temporarily manifest in any specific physical embodiment. Thus the central

role played by photography and video in the complex and fluid continuum linking per-

formance and conceptual art of the 1960s and 1970s established a series of options that in-

cludes the document of the work, the document in the work, and the document as the work.

Amelia Jones points out a keen irony in a claim made by Ira Licht in the catalogue for

a 1975 exhibition entitled “Bodyworks” at the Museum of Contemporary Art in Chicago.

There Licht proclaimed bodyworks as a form that eliminates the traditional art object as

intermediary and instead “delivers information directly through confrontation.”22 Against

this, Jones quotes Laurie Anderson’s description of “pieces of paper on a wall, photo-

graphs, notes, tapes. Artists putting their bodies on the line, on the shelf, dressing in drag,

assuming alter egos, putting themselves through various exercises, contortions, exor-

cisms. . . . But in fact, no bodies were there. Only paper.”23 Furthermore, many of these

pieces of paper could be disseminated through means more effective than the traditional

gallery or museum format. Kathy O’Dell attaches particular significance to the circulation
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of knowledge about performance work through published documents. Not only did this

mode of dissemination activate alternative distribution systems, itself an important arena

of exploration during this period, but it also brings out a different form of physicality, in

what she describes as the combination of the “visual and haptic dynamics that one experi-

ences in literally ‘handling’ the performance photographs.”24

When the encounter with the work takes place at a remove, through documents or ru-

mors, certainly the experience is transformed, but that does not necessarily mean that its

significance is diminished. Thus Bruce Nauman recalled to an interviewer the importance

during the 1960s of his awareness of what Merce Cunningham and John Cage were doing,

but from the distance of the West Coast, where knowing about what was happening was

formative for him even without the firsthand experience. He also described a series of in-

terviews with Coosje van Bruggen in preparation for her 1988 monograph on his work: “I

would tell her about something that had been very important to me, in terms of how to

structure a performance or some art activity and she would say: ‘Oh, but it wasn’t like that.’

I said: It’s the way I remember it. So she calls what I did ‘a creative misreading or a creative

misunderstanding.’”25 The resonance of the document or account can also come from

what is left to the imagination to complete. Janine Antoni has spoken about the impor-

tance of how she came to know about works like Acconci’s Following Piece or Schnee-

mann’s Interior Scroll: “I realized at a certain point that I know those works mostly through

an oral tradition, and through some blurry black-and-white photographs that don’t give

me much information. I think I love this work so much because I’ve somehow elaborated

on those stories and images in my imagination.”26

The prospect that an activity might be understood through documents or accounts

rather than firsthand experience has significant implications for contemporary practice.

Photographic documents intersect with many other means by which artists make manifest

the traces of the body and its actions. Thus the possibility that a manifestation need not be

either permanent or accessible to be defined as a work has implications that extend far be-

yond the realm of performance practices. Photographic records may provide a particular

kind of access to transitory or site-specific phenomena that, through this documentation,

can be understood as continuous with an artist’s work as a whole. In a sense, then, the

potential disembodiment of the photograph functions not to eradicate the importance of

time and place, or the highly distinct nature of the material an artist may decide to use, but

instead to enable experimentation that would not be possible if the only way of consider-

ing a work was through an enduring physical object or, at the other extreme, the immedi-

ate experience of a singular ephemeral action. In the work of many contemporary artists,

both still photographs and video operate in a complex intersection of document, medium



of expression, and component within multimedia or installation practices. There can be

no doubt that the photograph has come to inhabit contemporary art across an incredible

range of practices; but it would also be impossible to understand its many and varied roles

without looking at precedents in earlier works emphasizing ephemeral actions, site-

specific phenomena, and the relationship between document and event.

One important twist on the idea of the document occurs when the work is defined as

the outcome of a procedure, emerging from within an activity rather than existing as an ex-

ternally produced record. The possibility that the camera might be an integral component

of an action has the power to transform the photograph or video from a partial and frag-

mentary record of a performance into a full and complete register of actions performed

with a camera. In his 1969 Stretch, for example, Acconci took four photographs “stretching

as far as I can over my head, out to my left, down to my feet, out to my right; taking a

photograph from each position.”27 And shortly before the Catalysis actions Piper had pro-

duced another series of works under the title Hypothesis where the act of taking pictures

was key to the process of marking and thereby increasing consciousness of a series of in-

tervals within what would otherwise be everyday, unexceptional activities like watching

television or walking down the street.

It is therefore telling that, in the account published in Art and Artists in 1972, Piper’s

text describing her Catalysis series was presented by Lippard in conjunction with a group

of works by Eleanor Antin that focused exclusively on the role of the document within the

art-making process.28 Antin’s “Proposal for a Film Festival Exhibition” presented images

of a series of her Movie Boxes, each containing a combination of photographs and a single

word arranged to evoke coming-attraction displays for movies. “I have directed and pro-

duced all seven of these movies,” Antin claimed in an accompanying text proposing that

they be brought together in a film festival. Yet they are also movies, she continued, that “ex-

ist only and exclusively in the set of stills (plus title) of which they consist.” Although An-

tin would create close links between her performances and the manufacture of numerous

fanciful documents to go with her assumed characters, this early work was comprised

solely of the fictitious documentation, presented with the suggestion that, since any movie

is simply “a handful of images offered to the mind,” she had “only removed the padding.”29

In the 144 photographs that both record and constitute Antin’s Carving: A Traditional

Sculpture, on the other hand, the link between performance and document is absolute. The

photographs show, in daily front, back, left, and right side views, Antin’s transformation

as she lost ten pounds during the course of a 36-day diet designed to reconfigure her body

in conformity with classical ideals. Had she included only the first and last images, they

would have suggested the standard before-and-after photos familiar from advertisements
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for diet plans. But the daily record, arranged in a horizontal grid, tracks the progress of a

transformation that is barely discernible from one image to the next. “Documentation is

not a neutral list of facts,” Antin insisted in a discussion of her choice to employ this form

of recording. “All ‘description’ is a form of creation. There is nothing more biased than sci-

entific documentation.”30 In choosing this aggressively clinical recording method she was

responding to the important role of a particular kind of consciously deaestheticized pho-

tography used in many versions of conceptual art, while also turning the play with the doc-

ument to feminist ends by using her own body to perform this critique of the pressure to

conform to an image of idealized female beauty.

It was indeed a particular kind of photograph, composed as if to suggest the lack of

conscious composition emblematic of amateur snapshots, that Ed Ruscha modestly but

insistently announced in a series of books, beginning with his Twentysix Gasoline Stations

in 1963, that established important precedents for conceptual uses of photography. “My

pictures are not that interesting, nor is the subject matter,” Ruscha told John Coplans in

1965, using a series of negations to characterize photographs he describe as “simply a col-

lection of ‘facts,’” with the books into which they were assembled therefore “more like a

collection of ‘readymades.’”31 Ruscha was also not particularly concerned with where the

photographs originated, ascribing the decision of whether or not to take a photograph

himself as merely a matter of convenience. Thus he took most of the pictures for Various

Small Fires when he could not find suitable stock photos, whereas the views in Thirtyfour

Parking Lots in Los Angeles were commissioned from an aerial photographer Ruscha in-

structed to take pictures of all the empty lots he found.32 But the difficulty Ruscha had in

finding stock pictures points to the exact qualities of the photograph he was after in his

pursuit of images with the appearance of found facts.

The deliberately understated photographs help maintain the sense that the set of im-

ages comprises no more and no less than what is announced by titles that range from the

absurd specificity of an exact number to the equally arbitrary vagueness of quantities like

“various” or “some.” It is, however, the ambitious term “every” that marks the tour de force

of this series of projects, and the one where the title most insistently describes the plan 

for a systematic and predetermined course of photographic activity. In his 1966 Every

Building on the Sunset Strip the disciplined execution of the title is evident in the layout of

the book, 7 x 55⁄8 inches in its folded state, but opening, accordion-style, to reveal a 2991⁄2-

inch length of paper with the photographs of each building across the top and bottom, and

the correspondence to the layout of the street further confirmed by the street numbers and

names of cross streets printed in the white strip separating the horizontal rows of photo-

graphs. In this absolute adherence to the plan, followed to its conclusion, Every Building on 
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the Sunset Strip is consistent with the conceptually based mode of production LeWitt

would articulate the following year in his “Paragraphs on Conceptual Art.” Yet it is equally

clear that the idea described by the title has been used to generate a work identified as the

book itself. Thus the absolute consistency of the title with the material form in which it has

been realized should not be taken to mean that the idea articulated in the title might itself

be understood as the work.

The question of where the work might reside was far more pointedly activated by

Lawrence Weiner. In a frequently repeated statement of intent, Weiner outlined a set of al-

ternatives emanating from the emphasis on plan rather than object:

1. The artist may construct the piece

2. The piece may be fabricated

3. The piece need not be built

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

rests with the receiver upon the occasion of receivership33

One of Weiner’s most often reproduced works from the late 1960s is his A 36″ x 36″ RE-

MOVAL TO THE LATHING OR SUPPORT WALL OF PLASTER OR WALLBOARD

FROM A WALL. Numerous published photographs show its realization in many and var-

ied locations, a square cut or chiseled out of a wall, with the shape, scale, and position of

the removal evoking painting’s traditional presentation. There are also photographs doc-

umenting THE RESIDUE OF A FLARE IGNITED UPON A BOUNDARY that show

Weiner igniting a flare on the Amsterdam city limit in conjunction with the 1969 “Op losse

schroeven: Situaties en cryptostructuren” exhibition at Amsterdam’s Stedelijk Museum.

Within the exhibition, however, the work appeared as a statement on the wall of the mu-

seum and the same text printed on a small card.34 It was also the statement itself that

Giuseppe Panza purchased in 1970, along with ONE KILOGRAM OF LACQUER POURED

UPON A FLOOR and 1000 GERMAN MARKS WORTH MEDIUM BULK MATERIAL

TRANSFERED FROM ONE COUNTRY TO ANOTHER, from the Konrad Fischer Gallery,

with the transfer of the works effected in an exchange of correspondence, and the transfer

of title duly registered with Weiner’s attorney, Jerald Ordover.35 The photographs that

document actions or installations therefore show not just isolated instances of a physical

action that can be realized in different locations, but also works consisting of descriptive

statements that retain their identity as linguistic propositions.

What the statements share with Ruscha’s books is the play between the general and

the specific. Yet Weiner announced the primacy of the statement itself with his own mod-



estly produced book, his 1968 Statements, where twenty-four of his works were brought to-

gether, each isolated on its own page and presented in small blocks of type floating just be-

low center within the vertical rectangle established by the format of the book. One of these

works, A FIELD CRATERED BY STRUCTURED SIMULTANEOUS TNT EXPLOSIONS,

represented a solution to the challenge posed by an earlier work made in California, his

1960 Cratering Piece, with the previous transformation of the landscape redirected into a

far more open-ended linguistic declaration.36 Nor did Weiner’s own participation in the

realization of the situation described in a statement give that particular realization prior-

ity. “A SQUARE REMOVAL FROM A RUG IN USE is a piece that was received by a per-

son in Cologne,” Weiner recounted to Willoughby Sharp. “I presented myself, and

proceeded to remove a square from the rug in their living room. This is the construction

of the piece. In the event that the piece is lent to an institution or the gentleman moves or

so on, the rug itself has absolutely no value as art; the removal has no value as art.”37

The only value Weiner would ascribe to the example was as “illustration” or “infor-

mation,” thus putting the physical manifestation secondary and incidental to the statement

that actually constitutes the work—a reversal of the usual idea of the document. His res-

olutely conceptual approach nonetheless had much in common with a similar reorientation

that is apparent in a number of contexts. The intersection of an engagement with material

qualities or processes and works emphasizing concept over realization appears in the exhi-

bition “When Attitudes Become Form” at the Kunsthalle Bern, with their convergence par-

ticularly evident in the catalogue’s inclusion of works executed outside the space or manifest

only in their documentation. In this respect the exhibition, and in particular the catalogue,

echoed a far more modest presentation earlier that same year, Seth Siegelaub’s “January 5–

31, 1969,” where the physical realization of works by Robert Barry, Douglas Huebler, Joseph

Kosuth, and Weiner installed in a vacant New York office space were described by Siege-

laub as secondary to the articulation of ideas in the catalogue. This shift in emphasis was

even more apparent a couple of months later when Siegelaub organized “March 1–31, 1969,”

an exhibition that existed only in the form of a catalogue of verbal descriptions of works

submitted by thirty-one artists who had each been assigned a day of the month. A second

exhibition, “July, August, September, 1969,” also a catalogue only, presented geographi-

cally dispersed examples encompassing site-specific as well as conceptual works.38

The role of information within conceptual practices generally was acknowledged by

the title of the 1970 “Information” exhibition organized by Kynaston McShine for the Mu-

seum of Modern Art. The catalogue for the show, which proclaimed its allegiance to the

modest production values of earlier conceptual publications with its Courier type and

grainy black-and-white photographs, presented plans, documents, and statements of all  
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kinds. In some cases the statement in the catalogue is itself identified as a work; in others,

such as Acconci’s plan for Service Area and Hans Haacke’s proposal for his MOMA-Poll,

the text describes a work realized specifically for the exhibition and subsequently known

through descriptions and photographs. And, in a manner similar to Siegelaub’s “July, Au-

gust, September, 1969,” the MoMA exhibition included photographs of physically impos-

ing site-specific works that had been realized outside the confines of the museum and could

not be relocated to it. In the context of “Information,” Robert Smithson’s distant earth-

works (some of which were “exhibited” by Siegelaub as well) appeared in both the catalogue

and the exhibition through documents, with a photograph and map relating to Asphalt

Rundown in the catalogue and a group of photographs of Spiral Jetty in the exhibition.39

These photographs were exhibited in the midst of what Caroline Jones has described

as the “one brief moment,” extending for a year or so after its completion, when “Spiral

Jetty could be described as a fifteen-hundred-foot jetty made from rock and compacted

earth in the shallow, microbially polluted water of the Great Salt Lake.”40 Even then the en-

counter with the work itself was limited to the small group of intrepid individuals who

made the trek to the remote site in Utah. It is through the series of documents that includes

drawings, maps, written descriptions, and, most importantly, photographs and film that

the rest of us can claim familiarity with this now-famous work. Most of the visitors to the

“Information” exhibition, however, would have been familiar with neither. The work had

been constructed in April of 1970, so the appearance of the photographs in the exhibition,

which opened at the beginning of July, preceded the Dwan and Ace Gallery exhibitions of

the documents and film later that year, and also scooped the art magazines, where cover-

age of the work only began appearing during the fall. The early appearance of photographs

of Spiral Jetty in this particular exhibition is telling in light of later descriptions of the dis-

cursive or postmodern Smithson—the Smithson known through his anthologized writ-

ings, the publication of which occasioned Craig Owens’s “Earthwords,” or Smithson the

author of what Jones has called “the cluster of works that Smithson titled Spiral Jetty.”41

What these accounts emphasize is a decentered construction of meaning that makes man-

ifest the extent to which direct experience of the earthworks has been supplemented and

most often replaced by an encounter mediated by documents and descriptions.

Smithson’s own statements hint at a complex relationship to photography. “Photo-

graphs steal away the spirit of the work” was his response to a question posed during the

series of discussions that the editors of Avalanche conducted in December 1968 and Janu-

ary 1969 with Smithson, Michael Heizer, and Dennis Oppenheim (which appeared in

Avalanche as part of an elegant layout accompanied by more than thirty photographs of

the artists and their works).42 But in another interview a few months later he described how
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each of his mirror displacements “was dismantled after it was photographed,” thus linking

their existence to the act of taking the picture. “Photographs are the most extreme contra-

diction, because they reduce everything to a rectangle and shrink everything down. That fas-

cinates me,” he continued. “The photograph is a way of focusing on the site. Perhaps since

the invention of the photograph we have seen the world through photographs and not the

other way around.”43 Or, there is his response to a question about whether he recorded the

process of constructing his 1971 Broken Circle: “While the piece was being built, I was think-

ing about how this process could be captured on film and isolated in terms of the particu-

lar ideas I had in mind.”44 In addition to these statements, there is the evidence of the

documents themselves—nowhere more apparent than in the photographs and film that

record not only the final work but every stage in the construction of Spiral Jetty.

Robert Hobbs recounts how Smithson had begun selling photographs of his work

around 1970, including some signed photographs of Spiral Jetty and three panels of stills

from the film, only to change course away from that practice. “When his photographs be-

gan to be regarded as the art,” Hobbs writes, “he decided not to sell any more, and the ca-

sual ambivalent status of gallery pieces that oscillated between being privileged objects and

mere referents was again established.”45 It is also significant that the photographs of Spiral

Jetty, when they were first exhibited in 1970, could still be understood as documents of an

extant if remote original that might actually be experienced by anyone inspired enough to

make the trip. It was not long, however, before the work was overtaken by the rising water

of the lake. The spiral was submerged briefly in June and July of 1971, then reemerged in time

for Smithson to see it that August, looking “like a kind of archipelago of white islands be-

cause of the heavy salt concentrations.” Smithson’s description presents a dramatic image

of a work “affected by the contingencies of nature,” as the structure that emerged covered

with salt crystals was suddenly returned “back to naked rock” in the aftermath of a violent

thunderstorm.46 But by 1972 it was again under water, not destined to resurface until 1994.

Smithson’s death in 1973—when the plane from which he was photographing the

early stages of construction on his Amarillo Ramp crashed near the Texas site—deprived

him of the opportunity to determine a response to the rising water that had engulfed the

Spiral Jetty. It also left unresolved questions about the extensive archive of photographs

that record both the large-scale earthworks and far more ephemeral interventions in the

landscape. In an essay devoted to what she has designated the “Preconscious/Posthumous

Smithson,” Caroline Jones discusses what is in fact a double emergence since Smithson’s

death, both of his early collages and of certain later works that have been reconstructed or,

in the case of the photographs, newly printed on the occasion of two major photographic

exhibitions organized during the 1990s. These exhibitions interspersed Smithson’s own



photographs, taken with a Kodak Instamatic (and in that sense consistent with conceptu-

ally based photographic practices), with those taken by others, including both friends and

professional photographers. In their assembly Jones finds a second postmodern Smithson,

not the discursive Smithson central to a critical analysis of the construction of authorship,

but the “institutional and collector’s Smithson,” a version of the artist “gradually trans-

formed from being a user of photographs to a photographer, full stop.”47 While the archive

of images leaves no doubt about the central role photography played in Smithson’s con-

sideration of site and site-specific manifestations, these recent exhibitions also demon-

strate, in the sometimes disconcerting plenitude of minor variants, the opportunity he lost

to edit and define the presentation of his own work.

“Earth art and body art (with or without an audience) do not really have much exis-

tence as art without media transcription and distribution,” wrote John Perreault in 1987.

“The works are made inaccessible by geography or time. Although the program of the time

was to escape the gallery system, this escape created another regime of dependencies: pho-

tography, film, written publicity, and then video. Photography in particular became the art

object and the language of communication. Photography became the proof of art.”48 These

words were also written on the occasion of the first retrospective of an artist whose early

and unexpected death left to others the process of making sense of a trove of documenta-

tion related to site-specific and ephemeral manifestations—in many cases temporary and

essentially private works where the only evidence was provided by documentation that the

artist did not have the chance to organize for public presentation.

In this case the artist was Ana Mendieta, and the approach taken in the overview of her

intensely personal and provocative use of her own body and of ephemeral manifestations,

curated by Petra Barreras del Rio and Perreault for the New Museum of Contemporary Art

in New York, was to catalogue the work by medium, listing color and black-and-white

photographs, objects from performance works, drawings, and sculptures. With only a few

exceptions the works listed as sculpture dated from the period 1983–1985, when Mendieta

had a studio for the first time in her career, provided as part of her fellowship at the Amer-

ican Academy in Rome. Yet the catalogue also hints at the problem with this traditional

subdivision by medium with another device, an asterisk used to indicate the works from

“an extensive body of work entitled the ‘Silueta’ series.”49 Furthermore, the relatively small

number of photographs relating to her Silueta series that Mendieta printed during her life-

time has been extensively supplemented since her death with photographic editions pro-

duced from her extensive collection of slides and the release of the films that she also made

of her work, now transferred to video.50 But paradoxically this increase in the number of

still and moving images has had the effect of emphasizing not photography or film, but
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site-specific sculpture and performance. It is largely on the basis of works recorded by

Mendieta in slides and film that her fame as maker of site-specific body art and earthworks

has continued to grow since her death in 1985.

Where the first retrospective focused on Mendieta’s most recent work, which was also

the work that most clearly existed at that time, subsequent examinations have drawn

connections with her earlier performances, as she set up tableaus using her own body or

bloody traces to create visceral confrontations around issues of violence against women.

The Silueta works were initially known through a series of single images, but the perfor-

mative aspect has been emphasized by the release of sequences of photographs showing the

temporary body traces and outlines being transformed by natural forces, or subject to a

more dramatic conflagration for those using gunpowder or fireworks. This instability in

the status of the photograph is also a function of Mendieta’s own emphasis, in her relatively

small number of statements, on the event rather than the record. “In 1973 I did my first

piece in an Aztec tomb that was covered with weeds and grasses,” she would later tell Linda

Montano about the inauguration of the Silueta series. “I bought flowers at the market, lay

in the tomb and was covered with white flowers. The analogy was that I was covered by

time and history.”51 Her desire to forge a connection to a site marked by the intersection of

natural and cultural traces, and her use of materials found readily at hand, are both appar-

ent in this passage. What she does not talk about is the process of recording her action. But

photography was key to the portability of her practice—her ability to work wherever she

might happen to be and then leave, often carrying away nothing more than a series of im-

ages. Since her own life was marked by a succession of moves starting with her exile from

Cuba to Iowa at the age of thirteen, it seems telling that the Silueta series originated while

she was on another journey, in this case a 1973 trip to Oaxaca, Mexico, with Hans Breder,

who assisted her with the work by taking the pictures.52

The extensive literature that has developed around Mendieta since the New Museum

retrospective is remarkably silent about how most of the photographs and films were

made, or even the fact that we are looking at her works through such images in the first

place. One exception is provided by Miwon Kwon, who has emphasized the sense of loss

running through this work—the traces that stand in for the body in most of the Silueta

series, and the role of documentary images as “delayed relays” that represent inaccessible

events already marked by a profound sense of absence.53 Nor is that sense of absence less-

ened by additional evidence. Her 1976 Anima, also realized in Oaxaca, is marked by three

different forms of document or relic: both still photographs and film that show the burn-

ing firework silhouette in the shape of a body lit up against the faint outline of a hill under

the night sky, and a physical trace in the armature made from bamboo and rope. The pre-



served armature from Anima, created for Mendieta by a fireworks maker in Oaxaca, has to

be understood as an artifact of an event, not the work itself. Even with the fireworks at-

tached, the form would have been meaningless if Mendieta had not lit it on fire. It was

therefore photography and film that allowed her to retain potent traces of work incorpo-

rating processes of consumption or destruction.

What is the work, and what is the document? As various uses of photography have 

become interwoven into the practices of many different contemporary artists, the photo-

graph may well play a double role, or it may slip between definitions. Not only have the

forms of photography deployed by artists expanded exponentially; so too has the range 

of practices enabled by the possibility that the photograph might stand in, not just as 

a secondary document but as a substitute for direct access to a wide range of experiences

that can, given the right combination of circumstances, be defined as works of art. In the

case of Smithson’s work, photographs as well as film provided a third element in his 
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the Silueta series). Fireworks, Oa-
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combination of site and non-site works, and Mendieta’s temporary incursions into the

landscape are even more extensively framed by the documents through which they are re-

ceived. Each in turn established important precedents for the artists who came after them,

many of whom have accompanied their use of photography with far more explicit in-

structions and definitions regarding authorship.

A complex intersection of action, site, and document appears in many different guises

in the work of contemporary artists who present photographs as part of their work while

also relying on photographs to document works understood through, but not as, such im-

ages. Yet it is also clear that the establishment of a range of possible approaches, drawing

upon earlier site-specific, performance, conceptual, and process-oriented work, often with

reference to an equally wide set of options for forms and materials, forces a high degree of

self-consciousness about authorship. The intersection of the photographic record and the

engagement with specific materials or situations is part of an even more extensive set of op-

tions that brings with it an ongoing necessity to define exactly what constitutes the work,

as it emerges from an array that includes photographs as objects, documents, or elements

of a work and physical objects that may or may not be identified as permanent components

of the work. Within this spectrum, the incursion of photography into the work of artists

involved in a variety of procedures or practices, rather than promoting unity or unifor-

mity, is likely to further enable experimentation with an increasing diversity of highly spe-

cific materials and forms.

In Cornelia Parker’s case, her interest in the historical specificity of objects and mate-

rials, combined with systematic procedures for their collection and transformation, has

yielded both sculptural and photographic works. But other photographs appear as sec-

ondary documents pertaining to works comprised by ephemeral actions or situations. It is

photographs that record her 1992 Words That Define Gravity, when she took the series of

words constituted by the title, cast them in lead, and threw them off the White Cliffs at

Dover. And it is a photograph that documents the even earlier Drowned Monuments of

1985, a remarkably modest installation of souvenir models of famous buildings partially

submerged in a drainage puddle. In an account of the origin of this early installation,

Parker described her fascination with a series of children’s encyclopedias from the early

thirties that “always use famous buildings like the Empire State and St. Paul’s Cathedral as

measures of scale. Placed beside Everest or at the bottom of the deepest ocean, these famil-

iar landmarks that everybody recognizes are used to describe the indescribable, taking the

things you know to describe the things you don’t.” With her arrangement of the miniature

buildings in Drowned Monuments, she was therefore “trying to measure how deep the gut-

ter was.”54 The paradox suggested by this description lies in the fact that here, in the situa-



tion documented in the photograph, the suggestions of scale reside in the drainpipe and

wall surrounding the puddle, not in the souvenir buildings, whose value as indications of

scale is lost by their nonspecific miniaturization. The fugitive nature of the installation also

raises questions about the mechanism that transformed this humble action into a work.

The most obvious answer would be that it has this status because the artist has so desig-

nated it. But wider knowledge of its momentary existence depends on the dissemination of

the photographic document.

“I like to see my work as the result or a byproduct or a leftover of specific situations,”

Gabriel Orozco has said of his subtle and often ephemeral manipulation of objects and

sites. “That’s probably why I cannot separate photography from my sculptural practice. I

don’t know in advance whether I will need to use the photograph or whether it will, at the

end, become an object.”55 The work that inspired this series of observations was the Yield-

ing Stone, a 132.2-pound ball of plasticine that Orozco rolled around Monterrey, Mexico, 
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ments, 1985. Installation in a gutter,
souvenirs of famous buildings.
Courtesy the artist and Frith Street
Gallery, London.



Gabriel Orozco, Yielding Stone,
1992. Plasticine and dust, 
132.2 pounds. Courtesy Marian 
Goodman Gallery, New York.



for a period of a little over a week during 1992. “Plasticine,” Orozco wrote in his notebook,

“a material often used for some sculptural processes, is hardly ever used for the definitive

version of the work. . . . That is why it interests me: it is a material in a state of constant mu-

tability, every time that it is touched it changes, it becomes ‘upset.’”56 The material was thus

chosen for its malleability, its ability to evade permanence, as it remained soft and sticky,

changing shape and picking up debris from its environment. Photographs of its progress

show the Yielding Stone imprinted with numerous traces, including some recognizable as

footprints or the grate by the edge of a road over which it has just been rolled. These im-

ages present a permanent record of a series of temporary situations, where vestiges of the

object’s earlier history were both erased and expanded upon by the marks and debris col-

lected along the way. The work then entered the gallery as a sculptural object consisting of

a somewhat irregular and dirt-encrusted sphere, still subject to the forces of its environ-

ment, with hints of its earlier history contained in the material it thus collected. In this case

the work is defined as this object; but in many other situations the result has been a video

or photograph.

“I saw it, I did it,” Orozco wrote across the top of another notebook page from 1994,

in a remarkably concise summation of the combination of found and lightly transformed

situations recorded in his photographs.57 Wet tire tracks left on the pavement by a bicycle

ridden repeatedly in a circle that includes several puddles; an empty outdoor market ever

so slightly transformed by the oranges distributed throughout the space, one on each table;

some old pieces of wood and other debris in a little puddle, leaning against a cement bar-

rier, echoing the seemingly far more permanent lower Manhattan skyline rising up in the

background—all of these very temporary alterations were captured and became photo-

graphs bearing the titles Extension of Reflection, 1992, Crazy Tourist, 1991, and Island within

an Island, 1993. And these are some of the more obvious transformations. In many images

it is difficult to guess whether a slight oddity was made or found. In still others it is the pho-

tographic object itself that is altered, by being cut up and rearranged or subject to other al-

terations across the surface. And some found objects that became photographs have also

made their way into the gallery as sculpture.

Elsewhere in his notebooks Orozco has described the Citroën DS that he altered in

1993 to form his sculpture La DS as a three-dimensional photograph, and indeed there are

notebook pages that show the process of removal that transformed the actual car into a

narrow, single-seat-wide, carlike object first taking place in a sequence of cut and pasted

images.58 The dramatic consequences that might follow upon a slight alteration of condi-

tions are suggested by his unrealized proposal for the 1997 Münster “Skulptur” exhibition

for a partially submerged Ferris wheel, half of whose circumference would move through 
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Gabriel Orozco, Island within an 
Island, 1993. Cibachrome, 121⁄2" ×
183⁄4". Courtesy Marian Goodman
Gallery, New York.



an underground trench. The magnitude of the transformation is determined not by the

idea itself, but by the scale and medium of its realization. Yet for all the play back and forth

between arrangement and photograph, Orozco’s objects and installations also make spe-

cific references to traces of the body, as in the four yogurt lids that, for his first solo show

in New York in 1994, he attached to the otherwise blank walls of the gallery at the height of

his own mouth, or in the quantity of plasticine used in the Yielding Stone, equal to Orozco’s

own weight.

One marker of the heterogeneity of production increasingly prevalent in contempo-

rary art can be found in the position occupied by photography within a continuum that

has opened up between discrete objects and impermanent situations.Video, film, and par-

ticularly photographs play a key role at the intersection of performance, site-specific,

process-based, and conceptual methods, with the images thus recorded performing a mul-

titude of functions. Still and moving images both document and constitute works that

range from portable objects to large-scale installations and are just as varied in their degree

of physical permanence or impermanence. As part of this process, contemporary artists

have drawn together elements that can be identified with movements of the 1960s and

1970s as divergent as minimalism, earthworks, performance, and conceptual art.

Equally important is the appearance of the body, not as a subject to be represented but

as an absent instrument made evident in works of art through a mix of traces, documents,

and objects that register the physical presence of the artist. As the traditional notion of

the artist’s hand has been deflected into a profusion of different kinds of manifestations,

the works thus produced invite the viewer, whether literally or imaginatively, to occupy the

positions vacated by the artist. And some of the most formally challenging and provoca-

tive contemporary artists combine all of these qualities in the creation of works where the

relationship to the body articulated through a play of presence and absence is linked to an

approach characterized by a tremendous diversity in the mode of presentation.

If Duchamp’s readymades established a model of artistic authorship independent of

formal unity, more immediate precedents appear in the work of certain hard-to-categorize

artists who emerged after 1960. Although attempts to isolate the various forms associated

with the 1960s and early 1970s into periods and movements reflect genuinely distinct ten-

dencies, the complex intersections—evident particularly in some of the major exhibitions of

1969 where an expanding list of materials and forms included a mix of objects, process- and

site-oriented works, and conceptual propositions—provide the most telling precedent for

far-reaching contemporary practices. Indeed, a key precedent for the multifaceted explo-

ration now so dramatically in evidence was announced in the works Bruce Nauman initi-

ated in the second half of the 1960s. The use of forms related to the geometry of minimalism,
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the interest in recording his own body in action, the play with language, the interest in the

plan as a means of generating physical forms, and an activation of space that often amounts

to a sense of confrontation for the viewer all intersect in the work he presented in several

of the noteworthy exhibitions of 1969.

The group of works by Nauman that appeared in “When Attitudes Become Form” in-

cluded two sculptures from 1966, Collection of Various Flexible Materials Separated by Lay-

ers of Grease with Holes the Size of My Waist and Wrists and Neon Templates of the Left Half

of My Body Taken at Ten-Inch Intervals, that present a record of his own body while also

pointing, in their significant material and procedural differences, to the many ways indi-

vidual works intersect with what have subsequently been identified as divergent movements

or tendencies. The orientation of Nauman’s Collection of Various Flexible Materials Sepa-

rated by Layers of Grease with Holes the Size of My Waist and Wrists, with its layers of foil, felt,

plastic, and foam rubber spread out directly on the floor, links it to minimalism, and to the

theatricality ascribed to the activation of real space, and in this respect it could be seen as

an early exploration of the shift from hard-edged minimalism to the more flexible or mal-

leable materials articulated a few years later in the idea of anti-form. Yet the work invokes

the body in another way, through the one large and two small ovals cut into the material,

identified in the title as direct measures or traces of the artist’s body. Neon Templates of the

Left Half of My Body Taken at Ten-Inch Intervals also presents a form of trace through neon

arcs arranged to suggest the spatial orientation of the absent body from which they were

taken. Yet there the title, with its indication of a predetermined plan that has been realized

accordingly, points suggestively toward this aspect of conceptual art. Conceptual proce-

dures are also suggested in the process of remaking established for exhibiting the neon

works in the form of exhibition copies—with the instructions for this process (including

the possibility of substituting another color if the original shade of uranium green is not

available) presented in the catalogue for “When Attitudes Become Form.”59

These examples are among the many ways of marking or recording the presence of the

body that appear in Nauman’s work during this period. The 1967 sculpture From Hand to

Mouth began as a phrase that he first explored in drawings before deciding that the best way

to realize the work would be to cast that portion of the body.60 It was around this time that

Nauman also began using photographs, at first, he told Willoughby Sharp, to record a se-

ries of temporary arrangements made from flour in his studio, and then to generate works

in which he would “use the figure as an object.”61 Thus he turned the camera on himself to

create a double-exposed black-and-white image suggesting an absurd activity, stretching

this body between two folding chairs and partially collapsing on the ground, in the 1966

Failing to Levitate in the Studio, or spitting a stream of water in the air in Self-Portrait as a 



Bruce Nauman, Neon Templates of
the Left Half of My Body Taken 
at Ten-Inch Intervals, 1966. Neon 
tubing with clear glass tubing
suspension frame, 70" × 9" x 6". 
Collection Philip Johnson. © 2002
Bruce Nauman / Artists Rights 
Society (ARS), New York. Photo
courtesy Sperone Westwater, New
York.



Fountain. This second work was one of a series of color photographs from 1966–1967 gen-

erated by wordplay or oddly literalized images. Another photograph from the series,

Bound to Fail, showing a partial view of a back with arms bound behind, became the basis

for a 1967 sculpture of the same motif, Henry Moore Bound to Fail. Such still images were

quickly joined by films and videos also focused on activities performed in the studio, in

many cases based on a play with everyday actions exaggerated or repeated to an extreme.

One of these video works from 1968, Walk with Contrapposto, which consisted of an

hour-long record of him walking up and down a narrow corridor with an exaggerated side-

to-side motion, hands clasped behind his neck, suggested to Nauman a way of bringing to-

gether his interests in sculpture and performance. When he made the corridor in his studio

he had been thinking about it as a prop for the video, and a sequence of stills from Walk

with Contrapposto was published in the catalogue for the Whitney Museum’s 1969 “Anti-

Illusion.” Yet the construction itself appeared in the exhibition, under the title Performance

Corridor. It was also during this exhibition that Nauman did his last live performance, a

collaboration with Meredith Monk and Judy Nauman that involved the three of them

bouncing in different corners of the galleries for an hour, generating both repetitive move-

ment and sound.62 The Performance Corridor, in its new identity as a sculptural object, was

important for Nauman because it gave him “the idea that you could make a participation

piece without the participants being able to alter your work.”63 In this way a construction

originally conceived as a frame for a series of actions performed only for the video camera

was transformed into a challenge posed to viewers about how to respond to the ambigu-

ous invitation to enter the space thus set off.

Nauman’s work of this period provides insights into the enduring importance of min-

imalism for subsequent art practices, even where the austere geometry associated with the

movement may be little in evidence in a complex play between specific objects, actions, and

photographs. If it was the elimination of anthropomorphism in favor of an obdurate ob-

jecthood or material presence that allowed minimalism and related sculptural work to ac-

tivate the viewer’s awareness of an experience unfolding in real space and real time, it is

important to note how artists working since have reintroduced references to the body

without negating the impact of the object on its physical environment. Certain objects may

imply performance, whether it is the theatricality of the viewer’s experience, unfolding in

space and time, ascribed to minimalism, or the series of actions performed by the artist on

or with materials associated with the slightly later emphasis on process (and there were,

from early on, significant connections between minimalism and performance in the realm

of dance). The body as object is suggested in numerous three-dimensional forms, particu-

larly casts and fragments. And the body also appears, of course, in photographs and videos
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that record the many and varied ways in which artists have presented themselves as object,

conveying the idea of presence once the immediate moment is over and the body thus

recorded has moved on to other pursuits. A crucial distinction lies in the difference be-

tween representation and trace. An object that retains evidence of the artist’s physical pres-

ence in its form or scale opens up a space for the viewer in the identification of his or her

own position in relation to the marks or imprints left by another, now-absent body.

A different but also significant model for the intersection of the body as object,

recorded photographically, and the creation of objects through the actions or traces of the

body appears in the work Hannah Wilke began developing in the early 1970s. In early

sculptural works made from a roster of flexible materials that began with clay and then ex-

panded to include gum, poured latex, and even laundry lint, Wilke, like Eva Hesse before

her, played off of the seriality of minimalism while undermining the logic of its geometry.

The folded or layered objects made from these materials presented suggestively sexual ref-

erences to the female body at the same time that they bore the evident traces of process, and

therefore the actions of the body on the material, in their form. Furthermore, Wilke’s en-

gagement with language in relation to objects and to the specifically female body is evident 

Bruce Nauman, still from Walk with
Contrapposto, 1968. Courtesy of
Electronic Arts Intermix, New York.



Bruce Nauman, Performance Corri-
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in the playful title she gave to the small gum forms made out of kneaded erasers, the

Needed-Erase-Her series from 1973–1975, or in the play on the construction of voyeurism in

Duchamp’s Étant Donnés, as well as his identity as marchand du sel, or salt seller, in the

double color photograph of her nude body displayed suggestively over an outcropping of

rocks in her 1977–1978 I Object: Memories of a Sugar Giver.64

The poses that Wilke took up in her S. O. S. Starification Object Series might be de-

scribed as performances before the camera that present her nude body transformed by the

disconcerting forms she proudly wears. The type of pose is readily apparent. The come-

hither looks and her play with varying degrees of self-exposure in the display or coy hiding

of her breasts suggest the glamour of the high-fashion pose as it intersects with more sala-

cious modes of objectification. Yet the small chewing gum objects on it interrupt the allure

of the nude body, with their abstracted suggestion of female genitalia transforming titilla-

tion into a dangerous surfeit of signs of female sexuality. These small sculptural forms carry

a multitude of associations with the body. The material itself implicates the mouth in the

way that it is processed, and the forms operate as references to another charged region

of the female body while also functioning as objects applied to its surface. The play with

different ways of registering the traces of the body, different suggestions of presence and

absence, is made that much more complex in presentations of the work where the photo-

graphs are displayed together with the series of chewing gum objects in a row of small

jewel-box-sized cases. Nor was this the last time she had recourse to the strategy of com-

bining photographic documents with material traces of the body. In her 1992–1993 Intra-

Venus, shown after Wilke’s death from lymphoma in 1993, photographs of her body

increasingly ravaged by her illness were shown in combination with knots of hair that fell

out during treatment attempts. This final work underscores, in a particularly moving way,

how the coupling of physical relic and photograph in both series actually emphasizes the

absence of the body that seems so present for the lens of the camera but is present for the

viewer only through the mediation of the photographic record.

The important role played by photography in the intersection of performance and

sculpture has only increased in the work of artists who have built upon the precedents 

established during the 1960s and 1970s. The suggestion and simultaneous repudiation of

the idea that the photograph might simply be an extension of vision appears in a particu-

larly unexpected form in a series of photographs where Ann Hamilton used her own

mouth as the enclosure for a pinhole camera. The two- or three-minute exposure time re-

quired to capture each image recalls the stillness required of the subject before the camera

in the early history of the photographic portrait. Yet the taking of these works puts a simi-

lar demand on Hamilton herself, who must stand, open-mouthed, facing the subject of the 
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image for the duration of the exposure. She connected the experience to a much earlier

performance at Franklin Furnace in 1985, where she wore the man’s suit covered in tooth-

picks, porcupinelike, that also appears in photographs from her Body Object series. That

performance was, according to Hamilton, the last piece where she “actually stood and

faced the audience,” with the similarity to the series of photographs in the way the process

required her “to register this time of standing quite still, face to face with another person,

and to make oneself vulnerable, in fact, to another person.”65

Thus one might speak about a fracturing of performance in Hamilton’s work as well

as the divergent intersections with the photograph. There are the early Body Object photo-

graphs where she performed before the camera to create a series of absurdly literal juxta-

positions between her own body and such objects as a shoe that extends from her face, or

a door held so that it effaces all but her hands and feet. Performance plays a role in many

of her installations, which may include the physical presence of the artist or others carry-

ing out repetitive tasks as well as video elements focused on fragments of the body or the

sound of her recorded voice. And while she will retain certain elements from an installa-

tion once it is disassembled, photographic documentation provides the permanent record

of the installation itself.66 The photographs in the Face to Face series emerge not as external

documents of a performance but as objects produced by the activity. Part of their discon-

certing power comes from the way the aperture of the mouth mimics the shape of eye. Yet

this is also one of the ways that they distinguish themselves from the experience of sight,

which is no more framed by an eye-shaped aperture than it is by the rectangle far more typ-

ical of the photographic image.

“I want to know the taste of his vision” is the text that Janine Antoni appended to the

caption for Mortar and Pestle, a 1999 color photograph that shows, in an extreme close-up,
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two faces locked in a form of embrace as a tongue extends from an open mouth to touch

an exposed eyeball.67 The photograph is one of a number of highly specific images inter-

spersed throughout her work. Even as Antoni’s artistic production has encompassed an

ever wider range of materials and strategies as part of her intense exploration of activities

experienced through the body, each work is also based on her careful consideration of the

traditions and qualities particular to the form chosen for the individual work. Thus Mor-

tar and Pestle was shot with a large-format camera and then blown up to a four-foot-square

print, so the extremely detailed photographic record that is the result of this process cap-

tures a reality specific to the camera. “It’s closer than intimate,” Antoni has said in a de-

scription that encompasses both the effect of the photograph and the quality of trust that

was a prerequisite for this encounter between her tongue and her husband’s eye.68

She has also used photographs to document the labor-intensive process behind many

of her sculptures and installations. But it would be a serious mistake to conflate the two

realms of images, on the one hand the documents of activities, sometimes even perfor-

mances, and on the other the photographs produced specifically as works of art. The con-

nection to her other work is therefore not through the document, but through her use of

qualities associated with photography to expand upon the exploration of presence and ab-

sence that runs through her work as a whole. In Mortar and Pestle, what she has chosen to

represent is the insurmountable divide between self and other, the impossible desire to

move outside one’s own subject position and see oneself as one is perceived by another, ar-

ticulated in this photograph by what she has described as her “willful misunderstanding of

how to know something.”69

“In a lot of your pieces the body is physically absent but implicitly present, or the body

in question is really that of the viewer.”70 This comment could have been inspired by An-

toni’s sculptural work, but it is in fact part of an interview question Antoni directed to

Mona Hatoum in a remarkable exchange between the two artists that touches upon the

intersection of formal issues, the role of personal history, and the ways the work of art

engages the audience. Hatoum’s early work often involved performance; but her turn to

sculptural and installation works represented a shift in her approach to the body. “By the

late eighties I wanted to take my body, the body of the performer out of the work,” she told

Antoni. “I wanted the viewer’s body to replace mine by interacting directly with the

work.”71 Part of that interaction involves the sense of unease that Hatoum creates for the

viewer, which is one she connects to the sense of dislocation in her own life, born to Pales-

tinians living in exile in Lebanon and then herself relocating to London. But that is far from

the only consideration reflected in the work.
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“What makes one claim one history and not another?” Antoni asks Hatoum. “I am

from the Bahamas but was educated in the U.S. as you were in London. Isn’t Minimalism

as much a part of our history as where we are from?”72 Indeed references to the spatial logic

of minimalism abound in the many works where Hatoum has deployed the geometry of

the cube or horizontal forms that lie directly on the floor. But she adds new associations or

specificity to minimalism’s abstract framing of spatial experience when horizontal objects

are recognized as a welcome mat or prayer rug, only to become further transformed by the

realization that the dense texture in each is formed by the points of steel pins in place of the

standard fibers. And the keen awareness that a viewer has of her or his own position in the

space occupied by Hatoum’s installations is sometimes provoked by a threat to the body

that is actual as much as suggested, in works incorporating functioning heating elements

or electrified metal objects. The importance of minimalism, both its initial hard-edged

mode and Hesse’s inversion of that logic, is equally evident in works that incorporate ref-

erences to the body, as in the intestinelike pattern taken by the magnetized iron filings cov-

ering the large cube that is Hatoum’s 1992–1993 Socle du monde, or spread out on the floor

in silicone rubber for her 1995 Entrails Carpet. But her work is also permeated by photog-

raphy and video, with one point of intersection between sculpture and image suggested by

the similar patterns that appear in photographs obviously both staged and found, turning

up in soapy swirls of body hair in a 1995 image entitled Van Gogh’s Back, or in 1996 photo-

graphs from an East Jerusalem butcher’s market capturing the pattern of veins in the hang-

ing Baid Ghanam (Sheep’s Testicle) and actual intestines in a tub of Kroush (Tripe).

The physical manipulation of space and photographic exploration of the body come

together with particular power in her 1994 Corps étranger. The work creates a claustropho-

bic theater for the video projected onto the floor of a small circular room that viewers can

enter. The video is also about entry, since what it captures is a minute examination of Ha-

toum’s body, both outside and in. Hatoum has recounted how she had the initial idea for

Corps étranger as early as 1980, when she was doing a series of works using video and per-

formance focused on the idea of surveillance. At the time she recorded some of the sounds

of the body that eventually became the audio part of the work, but it was not until more

than a decade later that she found a doctor willing to do the endoscopic filming of her di-

gestive and reproductive systems.73 The references suggested by the title are multiple. The

endoscopic camera used to photograph Hatoum’s interior orifices is itself “an alien device

introduced from outside.” But she is also invoking the simultaneous familiarity and unfa-

miliarity presented by one’s own body, “how we are closest to our body, and yet it is a for-

eign territory which could, for instance, be consumed by disease long before we become

aware of it.” And finally, the idea of cultural displacement appears in her indication that 
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the “‘foreign body’ also refers literally to the body of a foreigner.”74 By projecting this sci-

entific image of the body into the real space of the cylindrical room, Hatoum forces the

viewer to assume the vantage point of the examining instrument itself. That such infor-

mation can be reported out from the interior of the body is indeed remarkable; yet to any-

one not used to reading this form of modern medical imaging, the intimate vantage thus

presented appears alien, unfamiliar, and at times almost entirely abstract. The view of the

body made possible by the mediation of this highly specialized camera, already strangely

lacking any markers of context or scale, is further transformed by its projection, isolated

and enlarged, into the space occupied by the viewer.

How might the traces of presence be marked? The idea of the touch, traditionally fo-

cused on a specific region of the body in the search for evidence of the artist’s hand, has

been fractured and displaced into the multitude of ways artists use their bodies to act upon

materials and also turn the process of representation back upon themselves to record traces

of their physical presence. Yet the artist is far more likely to have an ongoing connection to

a work that incorporates a relationship to its surrounding environment than to a more tra-

ditional work where evidence of the hand is part of a self-contained object. The intersec-

tion of performance and installation, and the complex oscillation between presence and

absence, in Antoni’s Slumber might therefore serve as an appropriate conclusion to what

is actually an open-ended inquiry. Slumber has been ongoing since 1993, and each time it

is shown Antoni must renew her connection to the work by sleeping in the bed that is part

of the installation while attached to an electroencephalograph machine that allows her to

leave a record of her rapid eye movement, which is printed out on a long strip of paper.

Then, over the course of many days or even weeks she weaves these abstract records of her

dreams into a blanket, using strips torn from the nightgown she has worn during the night

spent recording her dreams to delineate the REM pattern, in a process that continues un-

til the garment is completely incorporated into the blanket. Thus the blanket grows longer

each time the work is exhibited, carrying from site to site traces of each past exhibition wo-

ven quite literally into the fabric of the work.

When Slumber was shown in a 1994 exhibition at the Reina Sofía in Madrid, Hatoum’s

Corps étranger was installed nearby. As Antoni sat at the loom incorporating the record of

her own body’s rhythms into Slumber she could hear the sound from Hatoum’s work, so

she would weave through the day “listing to the pulse of her body.”75 While the specificity

of such an experience may not be visible to viewers who encounter the work in each of its

new contexts, the now lengthy blanket nonetheless presents powerful evidence of Antoni’s

continuous process of reengagement. Not only is the work always ongoing, but one of 

its particularly striking features is how precisely it transforms her presence into the 
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recorded traces of her absent body. The technology employed within the work promises a

far more intimate record than that afforded by photographic documentation of the action,

even as the evidence thus collected about the content of her dreams takes form as a seem-

ingly abstract set of lines. Once each section of the blanket is completed, and the installa-

tion returns to the state of uninhabited stillness that is the museum’s far more customary

condition, the installation invites the viewer to imagine the experience that has left these

traces in its wake.



Janine Antoni, Slumber, 1993 (detail
of the artist sleeping). Photo: Javier
Campano.
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