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Conceptual Revolutions in Twentieth-Century Art

From Picasso’s Cubism and Duchamp’s readymades to Warhol’s silk-
screens and Smithson’s earthworks, the art of the twentieth century
broke completely with earlier artistic traditions. A basic change in the
market for advanced art produced a heightened demand for innova-
tion, and young conceptual innovators — from Picasso and Duchamp
to Rauschenberg and Warhol to Cindy Sherman and Damien Hirst —
responded not only by creating dozens of new forms of art, but also by
behaving in ways that would have been incomprehensible to their pre-
decessors. Conceptual Revolutions in Twentieth-Century Art presents
the first systematic analysis of the reasons for this discontinuity. David
W. Galenson, whose earlier research has changed our understanding of
creativity, combines social scientific methods with qualitative analysis
to produce a fundamentally new interpretation of modern art that will
give readers a far deeper appreciation of the art of the past century, and
of today, than is available elsewhere.

David W. Galenson is Professor of Economics at the University of
Chicago and Research Associate at the National Bureau of Economic
Research. His other published works include Painting Outside the Lines
(2001) and Old Masters and Young Geniuses (2006).
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Preface

During my last semester in college, I took a course on the history of
modern art. I loved it; what I learned has increased the pleasure I have
gotten ever since from visiting museums and art galleries. When I took
that course, however, I never imagined that more than three decades later
I would write a book that would provide a very different analysis of the
art of the twentieth century.

I still have the textbook from my college course, George Heard Hamil-
ton’s excellent Painting and Sculpture in Europe, 1880-1940. It began
with a clear statement of the problem to be explored, which I dutifully
underlined:

In the half-century between 1886, the date of the last Impressionist exhibition,
and the beginning of the Second World War, a change took place in the theory
and practice of art which was as radical and momentous as any that had occurred
in human history. It was based on the belief that works of art need not imitate or
represent natural objects and events.

The book’s cover illustrated what Hamilton called the “watershed
between the old pictorial world and the new,” Picasso’s jarring paint-
ing of 1907, Les Demoiselles d’Avignon.

Hamilton’s book, and the professor’s lectures, provided a detailed
narrative of the shift from an art that represented the natural world to
one that recorded the artist’s ideas and emotions. Yet neither Hamilton
nor the professor offered any explanation of why this radical change had
occurred when it did: their narratives described the ideas and styles of a
series of artists and movements, without offering any analysis of why this
sequence occurred at this particular time. The description of the rapid

xiil



Xiv Preface

succession of styles was so absorbing, however, that I did not think of the
underlying issue of causation. I simply concentrated on understanding the
narrative on its own terms, as an explanation of the formal concerns that
had led one artist after another to make a series of dramatic innovations.

In 1997, I began studying the question of why some modern artists
have done their most important work early in their careers, and others
late in theirs. This research eventually led to a new understanding of indi-
vidual creativity in general, based on a recognition of the fundamental
differences in the processes followed, and the work produced, by con-
ceptual and experimental innovators. This analysis placed the history of
modern art in a new light: I could now see that the radical change that
Hamilton had described was initiated and carried out almost exclusively
by conceptual innovators. Intrigued by this discovery, I began studying
the new patterns of behavior that conceptual artists had devised in the
course of the twentieth century. As I catalogued these surprising new
practices, it became increasingly clear to me how the art of the twentieth
century as a whole was dramatically and systematically different from
that of all earlier periods. And as a result of a separate research project,
I realized that the underlying reason for this was economic.

In the course of my research on the life cycles of modern artists, I had
gotten to know Robert Jensen, an art historian who had written a book
about the early development of the market for modern art. In 2002, we
wrote a paper that presented an economic analysis of the changes that
occurred in the market for advanced art in the late nineteenth century.
We showed that the Impressionists’ group exhibitions of 1874-86 had
the effect of eliminating the monopoly the government-sponsored Salon
had previously exercised over artists’ ability to present their work for
serious evaluation by critics, and purchase by collectors. The Impression-
ists” exhibitions, and others that were established following their example,
constituted a legitimate alternative means for artists to present their work
to both critics and collectors, and this created a competitive market where
there had previously been a monopoly.

Our paper dealt only with the late nineteenth century, but when I
considered the extension of this analysis to the early twentieth century,
I found another important institutional development. As Monet and the
other Impressionists began to gain success in the market, increasing num-
bers of private dealers became willing to sponsor and exhibit the work
of artists who, like them, had not gained recognition in the traditional
way, by exhibiting in the official Salon. By the early twentieth century,
there were enough of these enterprising dealers to create real economic
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opportunities for young artists. The first young artist who appears to
have recognized this, and set out in systematic fashion to create competi-
tion among dealers for his art, was Pablo Picasso — the same young artist
who made the most dramatic break with traditional painting, with Les
Demoiselles d’Avignon.

Combining the economic analysis of the development of competition
in the market for advanced art with Hamilton’s narrative of the dramatic
change in modern painting, I realized that Picasso and other conceptual
innovators who followed him were profoundly affected by the new mar-
ket structure. In modern art, as in many activities, a competitive market
allowed innovators greater freedom of action than monopoly: Picasso and
his successors did not have to satisfy a jury controlled by the conservative
Academy of Fine Arts, but instead needed only to find a dealer who would
exhibit their paintings, and a few collectors who would consistently buy
their work. This change in market structure explains why artists in the
twentieth century behaved so differently from their predecessors of the
nineteenth century. This book examines some of the most novel forms
of behavior they created. Thirty-five years after I learned the traditional
view of the history of modern art, I believe this book presents the first real
explanation of why modern art changed so radically in the early twentieth
century, and of why it has continued to change so rapidly ever since.

This book is dedicated to Lance Davis, Stanley Engerman, the late
Robert Gallman, and Clayne Pope, four economic historians who have
been my friends since I first entered the profession. In spite of the fact
that none was ever paid for the job, they have also all been my teachers.
And thanks to the National Bureau of Economic Research, for a number
of years they were formally my colleagues, as fellow research associates
of the Bureau. All four are wonderful economic historians; together they
taught me the fine art of doing quantitative history and showed me the
pleasures of doing it well. I will always be grateful for the interest they
took in my research in economic history, and for the extraordinary edu-
cation they gave me.

Immediately before I began to study the life cycles of artists, Clayne
Pope and I collaborated on a research project on the life cycles of immi-
grants in the nineteenth-century United States. Clayne’s interest in my
work survived my radical change of subject matter, and I am grateful to
him for many valuable conversations on a subject that was far from his
own professional interests.

Throughout my work on this book, Robert Jensen provided active
encouragement and unlimited access to his vast knowledge of modern
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art. Discussions with Rob improved my understanding of nearly every
topic treated in this book, and made the process of writing it much more
enjoyable.

I am grateful for Morgan Kousser’s continuing enthusiasm for my
research on artistic creativity, and for Joshua Kotin’s interest in this work
outside his own field of study. Conversations with Josh Schonwald helped
me solve problems of both substance and style. I appreciate the encour-
aging reactions to my research of a number of my Chicago colleagues,
particularly the generous comments of Robert Lucas and Richard Posner.
At the NBER, I thank Marty Feldstein for his interest in my research.

At Cambridge University Press, I thank Frank Smith and Jeanie Lee
for their interest and efficiency.

I am grateful to Julio Elias for arranging for me to present my work
at three extraordinary forums in Argentina. I have benefited from the
opportunity to present portions of this research at the American Federa-
tion of Arts Conference, “Art Matters,” in New York, 2005; at the Skoll
Forum on Social Entrepreneurship, Oxford, 2007; at the Annual Meet-
ing of the Canadian Museums Association, Ottawa, 2007; at the Civic
Ventures Purpose Prize Summit, Palo Alto, 2007; at the NESTA Confer-
ence on the Creative Economy in the 21st Century, London, 2008; at the
SYFR Conference on Creativity, Vail, 2008; at symposia on creativity
at the Universidad del CEMA, Buenos Aires, 2008, and at the Univer-
sidad Nacional de Tucuman, 2008; at a forum on contemporary art at
the Museo de Arte Latinoamericano de Buenos Aires (MALBA), 2008;
and at the Annual Social Entrepreneurship Summit, Toronto, 2008. I
am grateful to many of the participants at these conferences for their
comments, as well as participants at seminars and lectures I gave at the
Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales, Paris; the American Univer-
sity of Paris; SUNY Buffalo; Queen’s University, Belfast; Trinity College,
Hartford; and the University of Chicago.

I thank the John Simon Guggenheim Memorial Foundation for a fel-
lowship that gave me time to finish this book. Earlier versions of Chap-
ters 4, 5, and 7 were published in Historical Methods and Historically
Speaking; 1 thank them for permission to reprint some material here.

Shirley Ogrodowski, Amanda Edwards, and Saerome Parish all learned
firsthand the trials of experimental research, as each typed a series of
revised versions of the chapters of this book. Their feelings toward this
process may be evidenced by the fact that none of the three still works
for me, but I am grateful for the efficiency and unfailing good cheer with
which they worked on the manuscript.



Introduction: And Now for Something
Completely Different

WE DECLARE.:...
That the name of “madman” with which it is attempted to gag all innova-
tors should be looked upon as a title of honor.

Umberto Boccioni, Carlo Carra, Luigi Russolo, Giacomo Balla, and
Gino Severini, Futurist Painting: Technical Manifesto, 1910"

The title immortalized by Monty Python has three distinct meanings in the
present context. Most generally, it is a remarkably apt description of the
history of visual art in the twentieth century. Innovation has always been
the distinguishing feature of important art, but the need for innovation to
be conspicuous is a particular hallmark of the modern era, and the pace
of change has accelerated within that era. For example the critic Clement
Greenberg observed in 1968 that “Until the middle of the last century
innovation in Western art had not had to be startling or upsetting; since
then. .. it has had to be that.”* Only a year earlier, a critic of very different
sensibility, Lucy Lippard, wrote that “Today movements are just that;
they have no time to stagnate before they are replaced. .. Younger critics
and artists have matured in a period accustomed to rapid change.”? The
twentieth century witnessed artistic changes that had no precedent in the
history of our civilization, and it is now time to recognize the century as
the Age of Something Completely Different.

The Monty Python effect also neatly characterizes a new model of
artistic behavior that was invented early in the twentieth century, and
went on to thrive over time. Fittingly, it was the century’s greatest artist,
Pablo Picasso, who first devised the practice of changing styles at will,
and he was followed by a number of other key figures. The eminent critic

I



2 Conceptual Revolutions in Twentieth-Century Art

David Sylvester observed that this was a kind of behavior that could not
have existed before the twentieth century, for no artist who produced art
in a variety of styles would have been taken seriously in an earlier time.
That stylistic promiscuity was practiced by some of the greatest artists of
the twentieth century clearly sets it apart from all earlier artistic eras.*

Finally, the Monty Python formula describes the nature of the present
book. That this is true has come as a surprise to me. I began studying
art history a decade ago, after doing research on economic and social
history for nearly 2§ years, as a member of both economics and history
departments. It seemed natural to approach art history with the same
blend of quantitative and qualitative techniques that I had learned and
used in my earlier research. What surprised me, however, was the hos-
tility I encountered from art historians, who almost unanimously refused
to acknowledge the value that quantitative methods could have in their
field, and who equally blindly refused to look past these methods to my
conclusions. Unlike in the other fields of history I had encountered in my
earlier research — not only economic, but also social, demographic, and
urban history — quantification has been almost totally absent from art
history. On the one hand, this meant that there were questions I could
study, and large bodies of evidence I could use, that had effectively not
been touched by earlier scholars, and this produced enormous intellectual
gains: I have learned fascinating things about modern art that art histo-
rians do not know. On the other hand, I had to recognize that I would
be treated as a hostile interloper by art scholars, simply because my work
didn’t look like theirs. I persevered in spite of their unfortunate lack of
intellectual curiosity, and it is, therefore, with some residual surprise that
I can point out that the use of measurement and systematic generalization
in a study of twentieth-century art makes this study something completely
different.



The Back Story of Twentieth-Century Art

Making it New

What modern art means is that you have to keep finding new ways to
express yourself, to express the problems, that there are no settled ways,
no fixed approach. This is a painful situation, and modern art is about
this painful situation of having no absolutely definite way of expressing
yourself.

Louise Bourgeois, 1988’

It has long been recognized that innovation is the core value of modern
art. In 1952, for example, the critic Harold Rosenberg could remark
that “the only thing that counts for Modern Art is that a work shall be
NEW.”* The recognition of this association first arose roughly a century
earlier. In 1855, Charles Baudelaire, the poet and critic who was one of
the earliest prophets of modern art, observed that the growing acceptance
of change in nineteenth-century society would inevitably have an impact
on artists’ practices. He reasoned that the widespread appreciation of
the great economic benefits of technological change in industry would
lead to a demand for visible progress in all spheres, including art.> In
a celebrated essay published in 1863, “The Painter of Modern Life,”
Baudelaire proposed no less than a new “rational and historical theory of
beauty,” that explained why artistic change must occur. He posited that
although beauty did have “an eternal, invariant element,” it also had a
“relative, circumstantial element,” that represented the contemporary —
“the age, its fashions, its morals, its emotions.” The ambitious painter
could not simply study the art of the Old Masters, but also had to seek to
represent “modernity,” which consisted of “the ephemeral, the fugitive,
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4 Conceptual Revolutions in Twentieth-Century Art

the contingent.” And artists must be concerned not only to choose new
contemporary subjects, but to represent them with new techniques, for
in the accelerated pace of modern life “there is a rapidity of movement
which calls for an equal speed of execution from the artist.”*

Paris became a battleground for advanced art during the late nine-
teenth century, as artists and the critics who championed them debated
the merits of a rapid succession of new movements, from Impression-
ism and its challengers onward. For example the philosopher and critic
Arthur Danto recently compared the Paris art world of the 1880s to the
New York art world of the 1980s — “competitive, aggressive, swept by
the demand that artists come up with something new or perish.”5 Yet
throughout these debates, the artists who played the leading roles implic-
itly accepted Baudelaire’s formulation of the two elements of beauty,
recognizing that they must learn from the best art of the past, but that
they also must add new developments of their own making. It was with
both of these elements in mind, for example, that in 1905 the aged Paul
Cézanne explained to a critic that “To my mind one does not put oneself
in place of the past, one only adds a new link.”®
spread out from Paris into other European capitals, the need for progress
was always clearly understood. Thus in Moscow in 1919, the logic of
Kazimir Malevich’s declaration of the value of new artistic methods and
means echoed Baudelaire’s argument about the origin of the demand for
the new in modern art: “Life develops with new forms; a new art, medium
and experience are necessary for every epoch. To strive towards the old
classical art would be the same as for a modern economic state to strive
towards the economy of ancient states.””

And as advanced art

Valuing Innovation

Well, thank God, art tends to be less what critics write than what artists
make.

Jasper Johns, 1959°

Important artists are innovators whose work changes the practices of
their successors. The greater the changes, the greater the artist. It is those
artists who have the greatest influence on their peers — and the artists of
later generations — whose work hangs in major museums, becomes the
subject of study by scholars, and sells for the highest prices.

There is a persistent belief, not only among the general public but even
among many art scholars, that artistic importance can be manufactured,



The Back Story of Twentieth-Century Art 5

deliberately and artificially, by powerful critics, dealers, or curators. In
the short run, prominent critics and dealers can unquestionably gain
considerable attention for an artist’s work. Yet unless this attention is
transformed into influence on other artists, it cannot give that artist an
important place in art history. Thus in 1965, Harold Rosenberg, who
was himself a leading critic, conceded that “Manipulated fame exists, of
course, in the art world.” Yet he emphasized that this fame was fleeting:
“The sum of it is that no dealer, curator, buyer, critic or any existing
combination of these, can be depended upon to produce a reputation
that is more than a momentary flurry.” Real power in the art world came
from only one source: “the single most potent force in the art world
is still, in the last analysis, the artist...A painter with prestige among
painters is bound to be discovered sooner or later by the tastes of those
who determine when an artist deserves to be bought, hired, or chosen
as one of the four or fourteen Americans currently entitled to museum
fanfare.”?

In 1989, Sir Alan Bowness, the former director of the Tate Gallery,
presented a more formal version of this argument in a lecture titled “The
Conditions of Success: How the Modern Artist Rises to Fame.” Bowness
explained that, contrary to the general supposition that artistic success
is arbitrary or due to chance, there are in fact specific conditions of
success, which can be precisely described, so that “Artistic fame is pre-
dictable.” Bowness contended that there are four successive stages on the
exceptional artist’s path to fame: “peer recognition, critical recognition,
patronage by dealers and collectors, and finally public acclaim.” The
key was the first stage, of peer recognition — “the young artist’s equals,
his exact artist contemporaries, and then the wider circle of practicing
artists.” Once artists gave a peer their respect, the other stages would
invariably follow: “it is always the artists themselves who are first to
recognize exceptional talent.”*°

Rosenberg and Bowness both spoke from substantial art world expe-
rience — one from years of writing critical assessments of art, the other
from years of acquiring and exhibiting art for a great public museum.
Thus for example in support of his contention that the artist was the key
force in the art world, Rosenberg explained that “It is to him that dealers
and collectors, curators and art department heads turn for recommen-
dations. It is his judgments of his colleagues that reviewers listen in on
before committing themselves in their columns.” " But long before either
Rosenberg or Bowness wrote the words quoted here, it was an artist who
identified the most important reason why it is artists who are the key
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judges of artistic success. In 1910 the English painter Walter Sickert, who
moonlighted as a critic, explained to an ambivalent London art world
that there could no longer be any question as to the importance of the
French Impressionists. Sickert analyzed two specific contributions of the
group, in composition and the use of color, that led to a clear conclu-
sion: “They have changed the language of painting.” This definitively
settled the question of their importance, because of a simple criterion:
“Perhaps the importance that we must attach to the achievement of an
artist or a group of artists may properly be measured by the answer to
the following question: Have they so wrought that it will be impossible
henceforth, for those who follow, ever again to act as if they had not
existed?” "> Important artists are those whose work changes the practices
of other artists.

Alan Bowness contended that there had been no major change dur-
ing the modern era in the process he described, and he was correct with
respect to its structure — the sequence in which the artist was first rec-
ognized by other artists, then by other members of the art world, and
finally by the public. Yet one important change did occur involving the
speed with which the process took place, as over time a series of critics,
dealers, and collectors learned from the successes — and failures — of their
predecessors. Each time a modern artist became famous, from Monet,
Cézanne, van Gogh, and Gauguin on, one element of the retrospective
narratives of their careers that always gained considerable public atten-
tion was the early, extended neglect of their work. For all those involved
in the art market, whether critics who sought fame by becoming early
champions of great artists, or dealers and collectors who sought riches by
becoming early agents or patrons, each such episode carried a powerful
lesson about unexploited profit opportunities. As time went on it became
clear that advanced art was producing a steady stream of important inno-
vators, each of whom was passing through the sequence of stages that
Bowness described. As the awareness of this process spread, the search
for new and unrecognized innovators intensified. In 1968 the poet John
Ashbery, who also moonlighted as an art critic, remarked on the result:
“Looking back only as far as the beginning of this century we see that
the period of neglect for an avant-garde artist has shrunk for each gen-
eration. Picasso was painting mature masterpieces for at least ten years
before he became known to even a handful of collectors. Pollock’s incu-
bation period was a little shorter. But since then the period has grown
shorter each year so that it now seems to be something like a minute.
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It is no longer possible, or it seems no longer possible, for an important
avant-garde artist to go unrecognized.”"?

Generation Gaps, Part 1

People who were formerly considered revolutionaries have now turned out
to be counter-revolutionaries: the same thing happens in art.

Kazimir Malevich, 1920"#

Significant artistic innovators are of course not simply initially unap-
preciated: they are vigorously attacked. Any innovative new art form
necessarily involves the rejection of older values. For practitioners and
admirers of those older values, this causes “a sense of loss, of sudden
exile, of something willfully denied...a feeling that one’s accumulated
culture or experience is hopelessly devalued.””s It is hardly surprising
that those committed to established forms refuse to accept innovations
that would make those forms obsolete, and thus cause a devaluation of
their own knowledge and skills. This phenomenon is not unique to art,
but in scholarship is known as Planck’s principle, named for the physicist
Max Planck, who observed that “a new scientific truth does not triumph
by convincing its opponents and making them see the light, but rather
because its opponents eventually die, and a new generation grows up that
is familiar with it.”™®

Examples of great artists who evolved from youthful revolutionaries
into aging reactionaries are not difficult to find. In spite of the fact that
some of the most important abstract painters were deeply influenced by
his own innovation of Cubism, Pablo Picasso never accepted the validity
of abstract art."” Picasso’s companion Frangoise Gilot reported a remark-
able conversation between Picasso and Henri Matisse that occurred in
the early 1950s, when the two great painters had both passed the age
of 70. After looking at some catalogues Matisse had received from his
son Pierre, an art dealer in New York, that reproduced recent paintings by
the American Abstract Expressionists, Picasso categorically rejected the
work: “As far as these new painters are concerned, I think it is a mistake
to let oneself go completely and lose oneself in the gesture. Giving oneself
up entirely to the action of painting — there’s something in that which
displeases me enormously.” His old rival and friend was more circum-
spect. Matisse contended that artists couldn’t understand the innovations
of their successors, and therefore couldn’t judge them: “One is always
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unable to judge fairly what follows one’s own work.” He explained that
“One can judge what has happened before [one’s own work] and what
comes along at the same time. And even when a painter hasn’t completely
forgotten me I understand him a little bit, even though he goes beyond
me. But when he gets to the point where he no longer makes any reference
to what for me is painting, I can no longer understand him. I can’t judge
him either. It’s completely over my head.” Unmoved by Matisse’s cau-
tion, Picasso dismissed it, together with Jackson Pollock’s art, declaring:
“I don’t agree with you at all. And I don’t care whether I’'m in a good
position to judge what comes after me. I'm against that sort of stuff.”*®
Others in the art world, including great dealers, are subject to the same
forces. Leo Castelli opened an art gallery in New York in 1957, and only
a year later presented Jasper Johns’ first one-man exhibition, which was
an immediate sensation in the art world. Castelli became the leading art
dealer of the 1960s and 1970s, representing Johns, Robert Rauschenberg,
the major Pop artists — notably Andy Warhol, Roy Lichtenstein, and
Claes Oldenburg — as well as such younger stars as Frank Stella, Richard
Serra, and Bruce Nauman. In an interview in 1994, Castelli recalled his
dismay when the 1993 Whitney Biennial exhibition had forced him to
recognize the impact of new developments that had been occurring in
advanced art, with the increased use of new media, including video, and
the prominence of younger German and Italian painters: “I had to accept
the fact that the wonderful days of the era I had participated in, and
in which I had played a substantial role, were over.” He initially could
not accept the legitimacy of the newer art: “I felt that what had been
there before, during the great era of the sixties, was unbeatable, and that
nothing of that kind could succeed the heroic times that we had had here
in New York.” On reflection, however, he realized that he had to accept
the new art, so that he would not repeat the universal error of aging
art experts: “There was a certain sadness that I felt about it, but well,
with the Whitney show, I realized that I had to change my attitude, and
not be rejecting — as people generally are, as you know. Someone like
Kahnweiler, for instance, after Picasso and the Cubists felt that there was
no good art anymore. [ would say that there is a span, a relatively short
span, in which somebody really lives seriously with a period of art and
after that, all those people — whether it be dealers or art historians or
museum directors — after that they don’t see what’s going on anymore.
They reject whatever comes after that. I didn’t want to be one of those.”
In spite of this recognition, however, in 1994 the 87-year-old Castelli
confessed that he could not find any artist under the age of 50 whom he
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could consider genuinely important: “So for me, Nauman was really the
last groundbreaking artist.”*?

Significant innovations inevitably impose losses on those who cher-
ish the values the new innovations reject, but of course they also offer
gains. The artistic innovators who are faced with attacks on their new
methods understand this. For example, Kazimir Malevich remarked in
1919 that “People always demand that art be comprehensible, but they
never demand of themselves that they adapt themselves to comprehen-
sion.”*° When artists create significant new forms of art, they almost
invariably see their innovations denounced by critics who are judging
their new methods by the rules or conventions of earlier art, which the
innovators have intentionally discarded. Thus in 1914, Wassily Kandin-
sky warned against critics who claimed to have found flaws in new art:
“one should never trust a theoretician (art historian, critic, etc.) who
asserts that he has discovered some objective mistake in a work.” Kandin-
sky explained that, in ignorance of the purpose of the new work, the
detractor was invariably applying outmoded criteria: “The only thing a
theoretician is justified in asserting is that he does not yet know this or
that method. If in praising or condemning a work theoreticians start from
an analysis of already existing forms, they are most dangerously mislead-
ing.” Ideally a critic would take care to understand the new methods of
the innovative new work, then explain it to a wider audience: “he would
try to feel how this or that form works internally, and then he would
convey his total experience vividly to the public.”*’

Yet the difficulty of understanding innovative new art has increased
over the course of the modern era, because of the increasing prominence
of highly conceptual art. Harold Rosenberg argued that a shift occurred
with the innovation of Cubism, because it substituted intellectual for
aesthetic values: “Cubism changed the relation of art to the public, and,
in so doing, changed the nature of the art public itself. It excluded those
who merely responded to pictures and replaced them with spectators
who knew what made pictures important.”** Understanding advanced
art would subsequently be primarily intellectual rather than visual: “An
advanced painting of this century inevitably gives rise in the spectator
to a conflict between his eye and his mind; as Thomas Hess has pointed
out, the fable of the emperor’s new clothes is echoed at the birth of
every modernist art movement. If work in a new mode is to be accepted,
the eye/mind conflict must be resolved in favor of the mind; that is, of
the language absorbed into the work.”*? It is perhaps not surprising that
Picasso had earlier defended Cubism in almost precisely these terms. Thus
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in 1923 he told his friend Marius de Zayas that “The fact that for a long
time cubism has not been understood and that even today there are people
who cannot see anything in it, means nothing. I do not read English, an
English book is a blank book to me. This does not mean that the English
language does not exist, and why should I blame anybody else but myself
if I cannot understand what I know nothing about?”*4

In part, the difficulty at issue here is simply that of assimilating inno-
vative new art in a period of rapid change. Thus Kirk Varnedoe recently
reflected that “Early modern society created — and we have inherited — that
paradoxical thing: a tradition of radical innovation,” and much earlier, in
1855, Charles Baudelaire’s sardonic sensibility had led him to ponder the
bittersweet nature of indefinite progress, wondering “whether proceeding
as it does by a stubborn negation of itself, it would not turn out to be
a perpetually renewed form of suicide, and whether. .. it would not be
like the scorpion which stings itself with its own terrible tail — progress,
that eternal desideratum which is its own eternal despair!”*5 Yet as the
specific terms used by Rosenberg and Picasso suggest, there is some-
thing more at stake here, involving the particular qualities of the art in
question. This can be highlighted through the introduction of the analyt-
ical framework that will provide the theoretical basis for this study as a
whole.

The Language of Analysis

Does creation reside in the idea or in the action?
Sir Alan Bowness*®

There are two very different types of artistic innovators. These two types
are not distinguished by their importance, for both are prominently rep-
resented among the very greatest artists. They are distinguished instead
by their conception of art — the goals they have for their work — and by
the methods they use to produce that work.*”

Experimental innovators are motivated by aesthetic criteria: their goal
is to present visual perceptions. They are uncertain how to do this,
so they proceed tentatively and incrementally. The imprecision of their
goals means that experimental artists rarely believe they have succeeded,
and their careers are consequently often dominated by the pursuit of a
single objective. These artists repeat themselves, returning to the same
motif many times, gradually changing their treatment of it in an exper-
imental process of trial and error. Each work leads to the next, and
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none is intended to be definitive, so experimental painters rarely make
preparatory sketches or other plans for a painting. They consider the
production of a painting as a process of exploring, in which they want
to discover the image in the course of working, and they typically believe
that learning is more important than creating finished works. Experi-
mental artists build their skills gradually, improving their work slowly
over the course of their careers. Many are perfectionists who are plagued
by frustration at their inability to achieve what they can consider satisfac-
tory results. Their innovations appear gradually over extended periods:
they are rarely declared in any single work, but instead appear piecemeal
in a large body of work.

In contrast, conceptual innovators want to express ideas or emo-
tions. Their goals for individual works can usually be stated precisely, in
advance, either as a desired image or as a specific process for the work’s
execution. As a result they often plan their works carefully, with detailed
preparatory sketches or other instructions. Their execution of their works
is often systematic because many think of it as merely recording an image
that has already been fully conceived. Conceptual innovations appear
suddenly, as the realization of a new idea immediately produces a result
distinctly different not only from other artists” work, but also from the
artist’s own previous work. Because it is the idea that is the real contri-
bution, conceptual innovations can usually be implemented immediately
and completely, and therefore are often fully embodied in individual
breakthrough works that can be clearly recognized as the first statement
of the innovation.

The suddenness of conceptual innovations often makes them shocking,
and this effect is magnified by the fact that they are often intentionally
conspicuous and transgressive. Many important conceptual innovations
have been denounced as tasteless jokes before they have changed the way
art is made. Conceptual innovations consist of unexpected syntheses of
earlier art, that paradoxically have the effect of violating basic conven-
tions of that art.

The clarity of their goals allows conceptual artists to be satisfied that
they have made specific works that achieve a particular goal. Unlike
experimental artists, whose inability to achieve their goals can tie them
to a single problem for decades, the conceptual artist’s ability to consider
a problem solved can free the artist to pursue new goals. The careers
of some conceptual artists have consequently been marked by a series
of innovations, each very different from the others. Thus whereas over
time an experimental artist usually produces many works that are closely
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related to each other, the career of the conceptual innovator is often
marked by discontinuity.

Generation Gaps, Part 2

You’re a killer of art, you’re a killer of beauty, and you’re even a killer of
laughter. I can’t bear your work!

Willem de Kooning to Andy Warhol, 1969**

As noted earlier, artistic innovations always create a sense of loss for
those who are committed to the values they reject. But the intensity of
the clashes new innovations create can be magnified when experimental
values are rejected by young conceptual innovators. In the modern era
the shifts in values can be so abrupt and extreme that aging experimental
artists may have trouble accepting that young conceptual innovators are
in fact serious artists at all.

One such shift occurred in New York in the late 1950s, as a series
of young conceptual artists successfully challenged the dominance of the
experimental art of the Abstract Expressionists. The older artists, who
had spent decades working to develop new forms of art that would make
profound statements about beauty and truth, could not accept the ready-
made images of the young artists, who appeared to have no respect for
the art of the past. After seeing the paintings of targets and flags at
Jasper Johns’ first one-man show in 1958, Mark Rothko commented,
“We worked for years to get rid of all that.”*° When Robert Motherwell
first saw Frank Stella’s early paintings of parallel black lines a year later,
he remarked, “It’s very interesting, but it’s not painting.”3° Motherwell
considered Pop art to be unrelated to fine art: “It’s not possible to have an
allegiance to painting and to pop art at the same time. .. As for the pop
artists whom I’ve met, their detachment from aesthetic problems is incom-
prehensible to me. It fills me with a sort of horror.”?" To Motherwell,
the Pop artists could not be serious artists, for they had no interest in the
masters of the past: “The pop artists couldn’t care less about Picasso or
Rembrandt.”?* A fellow painter explained why Rothko was so depressed
in the early 1960s: “the problem was not just being replaced, but what
was replacing him.”?33

The critic Calvin Tomkins observed that it was not difficult to under-
stand the Abstract Expressionists’ anger at the rise of Pop art: “They
had struggled for many years in total obscurity, their achievements rec-
ognized only by one another. .. The recognition that they had so recently
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and so arduously won was now being usurped, or so they believed, by a
new generation of brash youngsters who had become ‘artists overnight,’
who had not earned anything the hard way, and whose most apparent
common bond seemed to be mockery and rejection of all serious art, espe-
cially Abstract Expressionism. Pollock and de Kooning and Rothko and
Newman had not repudiated Picasso, Mondrian, and Léger. They had
worshiped the European masters, while striving heroically to go beyond
them. Now, suddenly, heroism and high art were out of style.”34

The Abstract Expressionists were separated from their chronological
successors not merely by differences of style, but by differences in their
very conception of art. Experimental artists who had spent their entire
careers, and lives, working toward vague and elusive aesthetic goals could
not accept new forms of art that not only rejected their particular goals,
but that rejected aesthetic criteria altogether. The inability of these older
experimental artists to respect the conceptual art of the younger painters
meant that they could not accept them as successors, because they could
not consider their conception of art to be valid. Transitions like this
one, when an experimental art is replaced by conceptual innovations,
can therefore produce conflicts even deeper than those that occur when
one style replaces another: the conceptual revolution of the late 1950s
and early 1960s produced such a vast change in values that the very
survival of painting as a fine art seemed in doubt to the older experimental
artists.

Age and Innovation

When we look at the late works of Titian or Rembrandt we cannot help
feeling the pressure of a massive and rich experience which leaks out, as
it were, through the ostensible image presented to us, whatever it may be.
There are artists, and perhaps Titian and Rembrandt are good examples,
who seem to require a very long period of activity before this unconscious
element finds its way completely through into the work of art. In other cases,
particularly in artists whose gift lies in a lyrical direction, the exaltation and
passion of youth transmits itself directly into everything they touch and then
sometimes, when this flame dies down, their work becomes relatively cold
and uninspired.

Roger Fry, 193335

The distinction between experimental and conceptual innovators will
provide a basis for understanding a succession of novel practices of
artists in the twentieth century. A number of implications of this analy-
sis will be considered in the course of surveying these practices. Yet one
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implication involves an issue that is so basic, and that has been so com-
pletely neglected by art scholars ever since it was raised by the eminent
critic Roger Fry more than seven decades ago, that it is worth spelling it
out before beginning the examination of twentieth-century art and artists.

The two types of innovators have very different life cycles of creativity.
The long periods of trial and error often required for important experi-
mental innovations means that they tend to occur late in an artist’s career.
In contrast, conceptual innovators are generally best early in their careers.
Major conceptual innovations require the ability to see old problems in
radically new ways, and this ability declines with experience, as artists
become accustomed to thinking and working in particular ways. Some
conceptual artists make a series of distinct innovations over the course
of their careers, but the most important of these will normally be the
earliest, when they are least constrained by habits of thought.

These differing patterns of creativity over the life cycle reflect the very
different attitudes and processes that affect the creative ability of the two
types of artists. Experimental innovators’ approach to their art is dom-
inated by uncertainty, concerning both methods and goals. This leads
them to proceed cautiously, in the belief that progress can only occur
slowly. In many cases they in fact progress so slowly that for long peri-
ods their progress is imperceptible not only to others, but to the artists
themselves; even the greatest experimental innovators often suffer from
doubt over whether they have accomplished anything at all. They stress
the need for patience, with the gradual accumulation of knowledge over
time, and they trust their own experience more than any other sources
of knowledge. In time great experimental innovators acquire better judg-
ment of their own work, as they develop a personal aesthetic that becomes
a consistent basis for their art, and for the new departures that emerge in
the course of their research.

Conceptual innovators have a very different understanding of creativ-
ity: they believe that discoveries can occur suddenly, in flashes of insight,
and that they can arrive fully formed, in discrete leaps of comprehension.
Conceptual innovators are typically precocious young practitioners who
quickly assimilate the art of the past, then deliberately violate basic con-
ventions of that art. They are iconoclasts whose self-confidence and lack
of respect for established practices allows them to discard those prac-
tices at will. Because conceptual innovators value pronounced change, in
many cases their work may display no consistent aesthetic. The diminu-
tion of their creativity over time is a product of the increasing rigidity
that tends to set in as specific habits of thought and assumptions about
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what constitute proper artistic practices and products become fixed in
their minds.

Roger Fry spoke the words quoted at the beginning of this section in
1933, on the occasion of his inaugural lecture as Slade Professor of Fine
Art at Cambridge University. After stating this proposition, he immedi-
ately conceded that “I fear a great deal of this must appear to you to
be rather wildly speculative and hazardous.” The stated task of his lec-
ture was to outline a systematic approach to art “where at all events the
scientific attitude may be fostered and the sentimental attitude discour-
aged.”?° It might normally be expected that the bold hypotheses of an
inaugural lecture would become the subject of a new professor’s research
agenda in the years that follow. Unfortunately, however, Fry was elected
to the Slade Professorship at the end of his career rather than the begin-
ning, and his death the next year prevented any effort to document his
hypothesis.?” In the event, no other art historian took up the challenge to
pursue Fry’s hypothesis of the life cycles of artistic creativity. Yet now,
more than seven decades later, systematic research has provided a firm
empirical basis for Fry’s remarkable generalization, and many of the gains
from this research will be seen throughout the course of this study.

Measuring Artistic Importance

There is, it seems, a graph of creativity which can be plotted through an
artist’s career.

Sir Alan Bowness?®

Wassily Kandinsky believed that the judgment of the artist was critical
to the creation of art, and that true art could not be made mechanically,
through the use of mathematical calculation or any other system.?® In
an essay of 1936, he extended this position, claiming not only that mea-
surement could not be used to make art, but that measurement equally
could not be used to judge the quality of art: “There has never been
a ‘thermometer’ for measuring the level of art, and there never will be
one.”4° This meant, for example, that it was impossible to determine
when in an artist’s career he had done his best work: “in the case of gen-
erally and rightly acknowledged artists, some ‘specialists’ constantly rate
their ‘early’ period far higher than their ‘later’ works, while other ‘experts’
maintain the opposite. Thus, there exist not simply individual works, but
whole ‘periods,” made up in turn of numerous individual works, for which
no one has yet devised any ‘yardstick of quality’ either.”+
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Kandinsky did not deny the existence of quality in art. In fact, two
years later, in 1938, he devoted an essay to the problem of judging artistic
value. The discussion again dealt with the irrelevance of calculation in
assessing artistic quality, and the consequent impossibility of creating
scientific standards. Yet at the end of the essay he offered a specific
criterion to those who sought standards of value: “Ask yourselves, if you
like, whether the work of art has made you free of a world unknown to
you before.”+*

Kandinsky thus recognized that innovation was the key standard for
artistic importance: he simply did not see how this could be identi-
fied systematically. Yet since he wrote, art historians have devoted vast
amounts of study to identifying the most innovative artists, and analyzing
their most innovative contributions. And many other art historians have
devoted considerable effort to surveying the results of these many studies
of individual artists, and weaving them into summary narratives of the
history of art. Each of these narratives describes a canon of important
artists — those artists who, in the opinion of the author, should be consid-
ered in explaining the development of modern art. The most important
artists, whose contributions are essential to a coherent narrative, will be
discussed in every textbook. Other artists will be included only in some of
the books; by omitting them, some authors signal their opinion that these
artists are not necessary for their narratives. Measuring how often par-
ticular artists are included or omitted in textbooks therefore effectively
allows us to survey art historians’ judgments on the centrality of selected
artists to the development of modern art. This can be done systemati-
cally by counting the illustrations of individual artists’ works included in
the textbooks. This will not only reveal which artists are deemed most
important — greater artists receive more illustrations — but can also indi-
cate which of their works are considered their major contributions —
greater paintings or sculptures are more often illustrated.

Many quantitative studies of this kind have now been carried out,
and they have shown that the method is a very useful one. One reason
for this is that, contrary to Kandinsky’s belief, there is in fact very little
disagreement among art experts over which artists, and which periods
of those artists’ careers, are most important.*> The development of this
method has made it possible to use systematic generalization in the study
of art history, by effectively surveying the opinions of large numbers of
experts on the art historical issues at hand. This method will provide an
empirical basis for many issues treated by the present study.
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Approaching the Twentieth Century: The Market for Advanced Art

You see that an era of a new art is opening, you feel it coming.
Paul Cézanne to Charles Camoin, 19024+

The Impressionists have killed many things, among others the exhibition
picture and the exhibition picture system.

Walter Sickert, 191045

Painting has lost a lot of the functions that once used to provide discipline
and continuity. I mean commissioned art, from portraiture to whatever,
which only incidentally gave painters the chance to make art. Nowadays
they can’t do anything but make art. That alters a lot.

Gerhard Richter, 19774

During the late nineteenth century, momentous changes in both markets
and technology set the stage for an unprecedented era of revolutionary
change in art. As a consequence of these changes, in a number of respects,
advanced artists in the twentieth century enjoyed dramatically greater
creative freedom than their predecessors. The single most important cause
of this was a fundamental change in the economic structure of the market
for advanced art.

Although the story of the Impressionists’ challenge to the official Salon
has long been a staple in narratives of art history, art scholars have never
fully appreciated the significance of the changes it initiated. The problem
is that art scholars have generally not understood the connection between
markets and the production of art; they have typically considered art
markets as if they involved only dealers and collectors, who buy and
sell works that have been made by artists who are unaware of, and
uninterested in, the transactions to which their works are subjected after
they have produced them. This conception is wrong: it is not only bad
economics, but also bad art history. In this instance, it has prevented
art scholars from understanding how the changes that occurred in the
market for advanced art in the late nineteenth century gave artists an
almost unprecedented degree of freedom in producing their art.

Since the Renaissance, most artists had faced markets for their work
that were dominated by powerful institutions or individuals. In Paris,
immediately prior to the emergence of modern painting, the market for
fine art was dominated by the government.*” The central institution in
the art world was the Salon, an annual or biennial exhibition that was
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operated by the official Academy of Fine Arts. A painter’s work could not
be widely reviewed by critics, or considered for purchase by important
dealers or collectors, until the painter had proven himself by having his
work admitted to the exhibition by the Salon’s jury. The most impor-
tant artists were those who were deemed worthy of prizes by the jury,
or were elected by the jury to honorary positions. The Salon held an
effective monopoly of the legitimate presentation of new art to the public
throughout most of the nineteenth century: until the 1870s, no aspiring
artist could have a successful career without the jury’s acceptance of his
work. The work of important artists was sold by private galleries, but
only after those artists had effectively been certified as important by hav-
ing their work exhibited at the Salon, and in general the most valuable
paintings were those that had actually been displayed at the Salon. The
control of the official Salon over artistic success was so great that the
sociologist Pierre Bourdieu observed that under this regime “the artist is
a high-level civil servant,” who had a highly structured “career, a well-
defined succession of honors. .. by way of the hierarchy of awards given
at the Salon exhibitions.”*

This situation began to change in 1874, when Claude Monet and a
group of his friends organized an independent exhibition that included
paintings by twenty-nine artists. Although its initial impact was limited,
and its full significance would not be recognized until considerably later,
the first Impressionist group exhibition in 1874 began a new era, in
which the reputations of advanced artists would no longer be created
in the Salon, but instead in independent group exhibitions. The most
important of these would be the eight Impressionist exhibitions held dur-
ing 1874-86, and the Salon des Indépendants, which was held annually
from 1884 on. Analytically, the critical change that the Impressionists
initiated in 1874 was the elimination of the official Salon’s monopoly of
the ability to present fine art in a setting that critics and the public would
accept as legitimate. The jury of the Salon would no longer be able to
determine whether an aspiring artist could have a successful professional
career. Monet and his fellow Impressionists were the first nineteenth-
century painters to become leaders in Paris’ art world without having
received medals or other honors from the official Salon, but after 1874
this became the rule, as none of the later artists whom we now consider
important made their reputations through the Salon, in the traditional
manner. In 1902, one of the Impressionists’ most important successors
paid tribute to their achievement, as Paul Gauguin described their inde-
pendent exhibitions as “one of the most influential efforts ever made in
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France, only a handful of men, with only one weapon, their talent, suc-
cessfully doing battle against a fearsome power made up of Officialdom,
the Press, and Money.”#°

The Impressionist exhibitions gained considerable attention from crit-
ics from the very beginning, and this was sustained over time: the first
show, in 1874, received fifty-one published reviews or notices, and no
later Impressionist group exhibition received less than forty-four sepa-
rate reviews.’° The Salon’s control of artists’ ability to have their work
publicly assessed and debated was therefore eliminated by these new
group exhibitions. The problem of selling their work was more diffi-
cult, however. The value of fine art had traditionally been certified by
the imprimatur of the salon jury, and collectors were not sure that the
innovative new art would be a good investment. The caution of collec-
tors meant that the demand for the work of young artists who had not
exhibited extensively in the Salon lagged behind critical debates of its
merit.

The lack of demand for the new art, in turn, made private galleries
reluctant to stock it. So, for example, Vincent van Gogh reported on the
situation in Paris in 1887, complaining that “Trade is slow here. The great
dealers sell Millet, Delacroix, Corot, Daubigny, Dupré, a few other mas-
ters at exorbitant prices. They do little or nothing for young artists. The
second class dealers contrariwise sell those at very low prices.”’" Four
of the five artists van Gogh named were dead, and the fifth, Dupré, was
76 years old. All five had established their reputations at the official Salon.
A few dealers became known for selling the work of younger artists — Paul
Durand-Ruel, for example, began buying paintings from the Impression-
ists in the early 1870s, and Theo van Gogh, the artist’s brother, bought
paintings by Monet and other younger painters when he became the
business manager of a branch of the Boussod and Valadon gallery in the
1880s. Yet sluggish demand by collectors prevented these galleries from
competing actively for the work of most of the younger artists. Thus
Camille Pissarro wrote to his son Lucien in 1891 that “What I need is a
good exhibition, but where? At Durand’s, I get all sorts of propositions, I
get offers without even asking — but they don’t buy a thing. .. At Boussod
& Valadon’s, they soft-soap me and talk against Durand... [I|n short:
neither will buy my work. If anyone else were available, T would unhesi-
tatingly turn to him, but there is nobody.” Pissarro was frustrated that
Durand-Ruel could stockpile paintings by all the Impressionists, buying
them at very low prices in the expectation that they would rise in value
later, but he understood the underlying problem: “If I could find some
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base of support, I would certainly frustrate his hyena-like calculations —
but my work is not understood.”5*

Gradually, however, during the 1880s and 1890s the demand for the
work of some of the younger advanced artists began to increase. A small
network of French collectors, many of them friends of the Impressionists,
began to buy their work in modest quantities. The painter Mary Cassatt,
who was also a friend of the Impressionists, was instrumental in bringing
a number of her American friends, several of whom were important
collectors, to the Impressionists’ art. The prices of Monet’s paintings
began to rise during the 1880s, and Cézanne’s prices began to increase
during the 1890s.53 The rising prices for the art of these earlier innovators
began to convince more dealers and collectors of the potential gains to
be made from the work of a new generation of younger artists who,
like the Impressionists, had not achieved success in the traditional way,
through the Salon. Thus the art historian Michael Fitzgerald observed
that “Although the basic model for an entrepreneurial avant-garde was
created by the Impressionists, it was the artists of the next century who
truly reaped the benefits,”
independence far earlier in their careers.” 4

In the early years of the twentieth century, the number of indepen-
dent entrepreneurial art dealers who were willing to exhibit the work
of younger artists who had not achieved success at the Salon began to
grow, as the improving market for the work of the Impressionists and
the leading Post-Impressionists demonstrated the potential profitability of
innovative contemporary art. This opened the way for another important
transition in the market for advanced art. Although group exhibitions
continued to proliferate, and a growing number of independent societies
sponsored salons that might display thousands of paintings, private gal-
leries became increasingly important in presenting new art to the public.
Thus for example by 1910 the leading critic of the advanced art world,
the poet Guillaume Apollinaire, observed that “The plethora of individ-
ual exhibitions tends to weaken the effect of the large annual salons. The
curiosity of the public is less keen, since many painters have already shown
in the galleries the most important, if not the best, examples of their work
during the year.”55 Over time, private galleries would replace group exhi-
bitions altogether as the key exhibition spaces for new advanced art, and
this would remain true not only in Paris, but also in most other art cen-
ters, for the balance of the twentieth century. Interestingly Pablo Picasso,
who first arrived in Paris from his native Spain in 1900, would become
the first important modern artist who established himself by exhibiting

in the form of “critical acclaim and financial
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exclusively in private galleries rather than large group exhibitions. In this
he set an example that would be followed by nearly every important artist
for the remainder of the twentieth century.

Private galleries held several advantages over group exhibitions for
artists. Dealers could offer an artist more highly concentrated attention,
in the form of a one-person exhibition, and dealers could actively promote
the artist’s work. Both of these devices could increase in value when an
artist and dealer had a continuing relationship, for a dealer’s exhibitions
and other promotional efforts could help to find collectors who would
consistently buy the artist’s work. When a painter had both a regular
dealer and a group of loyal collectors, he had a degree of freedom in
making his art that few artists had ever enjoyed in earlier times.

Michael Fitzgerald wrote that “Whatever one’s opinion of Picasso’s
achievement may be, there is little doubt that during the first half of
[the twentieth] century he quickly became the most famous artist of
his time and a model for success — with critics and curators as well
as dealers and collectors — that other artists sought to emulate.
1901, the 20-year-old Picasso was given his first exhibition in Paris by
Ambroise Vollard, who was respected in the advanced art world as the
dealer of Cézanne and Gauguin. In 1905, Gertrude Stein began to buy
Picasso’s work, and in 1906 the Russian merchant Sergei Shchukin fol-
lowed suit: both would continue to purchase Picasso’s paintings for many
years. Early in 1906, Vollard bought twenty paintings from Picasso. At
25, Picasso thus had the support of two important collectors, and the
prestige and financial windfall of a large sale to a prestigious dealer.
The impact — economic and psychological — was clearly considerable:
Fitzgerald speculated that “The financial security these sales afforded
may . .. have contributed to his manifest self-confidence in creating Les
Demoiselles d’Avignon,” which he began in late 1906 and completed the
following year.57 Picasso’s realization of success in the market may there-
fore have led directly to his creation of what would prove to be the most
important artistic innovation of the twentieth century. Yet Picasso still
had no regular dealer, and before long he clearly began working on this,
as during 1909-10 he painted portraits of no less than four important
dealers, including Vollard. When the Italian painter Umberto Boccioni
visited Paris in 1911, he reported to a friend that “The young man ruling
the roost here now is Picasso. There is much talk about him...[T]he
painter scarcely finishes a work before it is carted off and paid for by
the dealers in competition with each other.”5® In 1912, Picasso signed a
formal contract with Daniel-Henry Kahnweiler, who had already bought

»56 In
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more than 6o canvases from him. Kahnweiler became Picasso’s exclu-
sive dealer, at fixed rates per painting that put Picasso “on his way to
becoming a wealthy man.”5?

The Impressionists thus set in motion the process that eventually trans-
formed the market for fine art from a monopoly, to which artists’ entry
was controlled by the French government and its institutions, into a highly
competitive market. Unlike most of their predecessors since the Renais-
sance, advanced artists of the twentieth century would rarely produce
commissions for wealthy and powerful patrons, and would rarely if ever
be in the position of having to produce works that were subject to the
approval of any official judge or jury. The elimination of official gatekeep-
ers has meant that artists of the past century have had greater freedom to
work, and to innovate, as they have pleased. The only constraint on their
ability to do this has been that discussed earlier, namely the lag in recogni-
tion of important new art by critics, dealers, and collectors. And here too
there is a relevant process that originated in the nineteenth century and
has continued over time, namely the growing awareness in the art world
that early investments in the work of innovative artists can yield hand-
some financial returns. The collectors who have captured these returns
have most often done so as a result of advice from artists, who are the first
to recognize other talented artists. The growing recognition that innova-
tive art will increase in value consequently produced a result that has
sustained the early careers of many innovative artists, as Alan Bowness
observed that “Almost every major talent attracts one or two collectors
at an early stage in his career, and these collectors almost always appear
on the scene because of their friendships with artists, whose advice they
take.”°° This is a key feature of the existence of a competitive art market:
innovative artists do not have to make work that appeals to the public at
large, or even to large numbers of collectors, but need simply find a few
consistent purchasers of their work among the hundreds, or thousands,
who see their work in exhibitions. If these few collectors support the
innovator long enough for his influence on other artists to become appar-
ent, many other collectors will invariably discover their own admiration
for the artist’s work.

An early landmark in the demonstration of the investment value of
innovative contemporary art occurred in 1914, at a public auction in
Paris. Ten years earlier, a young businessman named André Level had
organized a consortium of collectors, as he and twelve other partners
each contributed to a collective fund that allowed Level to spend 2,750
francs a year on art. The group was named La Peau de I’Ours (the Bear
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Skin), after a La Fontaine fable in which two trappers sold a furrier the
skin of a great bear before they had tried — and failed — to catch it. Level
bought paintings by earlier artists, including Gauguin and van Gogh, but
invested most heavily in the work of younger artists, particularly Matisse
and Picasso. When the accumulated paintings were sold at the end of
ten years, the auction realized 116,545 francs, or more than four times
the group’s total investment. Paintings by Matisse and Picasso brought
the highest prices, and a major early work by Picasso, The Family of
Saltimbanques (now in the National Gallery in Washington) sold for
12,650 francs, more than twelve times the price Level had paid for it
in 1905. The auction’s results were seen as a great success for Fauvism
and Cubism, and news reports of this victory spread the fame of Picasso
and Matisse not only throughout France, but also abroad, including the
United States. The Peau de ’Ours sale was the first time an important
group of works by the leading artists of the day had come to auction,
and its public success helped to convince many people that contemporary
innovative art could be a good investment.°® This laid the foundation
for a new era of artistic freedom that allowed artists to follow their own
interests rather than those of patrons.®*

Approaching the Twentieth Century: Photography

From today painting is dead.
French painter Paul Delaroche, upon learning of the invention of the
daguerrotype, 1839%

The camera cannot compete with brush and palette — as long as it cannot
be used in Heaven or Hell.

Edvard Munch, 1904°*

Technological changes also had an important impact on the course of
modern art. Most notably, the improvement of photography from the
1840s on affected painters in a number of ways.

By the early twentieth century, conceptual painters could use the avail-
ability of photography as an argument for a new division of labor. For
example in an interview in 1909, Matisse contended that it was time for
painting to break decisively with the realistic goals of Impressionism. He
declared that it was no longer necessary for painting to be concerned
with objectivity, because this could be provided by photography: “The
painter no longer has to preoccupy himself with details. The photograph
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is there to render the multitude of details a hundred times better and
more quickly.” The painter was now free to pursue expression: “Plas-
tic form will present emotion as directly as possible and by the simplest
means.”® Nor is it surprising that Picasso agreed. In 1939, while looking
at photographs of Parisian street life taken by his friend Brassai, Picasso
remarked that “When one sees what you express through photography,
one realizes everything that can no longer be the concern of painting.
Why would the artist stubbornly persist in rendering what the lens can
capture so well? That would be crazy, don’t you think? Photography
came along at a particular moment to liberate painting from literature
of all sorts, from the anecdote, and even from the subject. In any case, a
certain aspect of the subject now belongs to the realm of photography.
Shouldn’t painters take advantage of their new-found freedom, and do
something else?”%°

Yet photography also directly complemented the artistic practice of
Matisse and Picasso, and other later conceptual artists, in several impor-
tant ways. One of these was to stand in for a model. Conceptual painters
generally plan the images in their works, and one way to do this is
through the use of photographs. For example John Richardson noted
that Picasso’s 1908 portrait of Clovis Sagot was based on a photograph
Picasso took of the dealer, “a practice he would resort to ever more
frequently.”®” Matisse had begun using the same practice, basing sculp-
tures as well as paintings on photographs, a few years earlier.®® Over the
course of the twentieth century, photographs would become increasingly
important for the work of many conceptual painters.

Another conceptual function of photography was to provide conve-
nient access to the history of art. Conceptual artists typically innovate
by creating syntheses of specific elements drawn from earlier art: Picasso
is again a prime example. Thus his early masterpiece, Les Demoiselles
d’Avignon, contains references to, or quotations from, the paintings
of Cézanne and Gauguin, Egyptian and pre-Roman Iberian sculpture,
and African carvings.® This art was available to him not only in Paris’
museums, but even more conveniently in photographs. Thus William
Rubin observed that “The growth of museums since the early nine-
teenth century and, even more, the documentary use of photography have
made available a world of images that earlier artists could never have
seen. .. This simultaneous accessibility of all historical sources, which
sets the modern period off from any other, is encapsulated in the oeu-
vre of Picasso.””° Throughout the twentieth century, conceptual artists
could draw on the entire history of art without having to travel, or
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even go to their local museums, through the medium of photography,
and this availability would have a major impact on the appearance of
fine art.

The Growing Audience for Art

Art’s popular. That’s my generation. It wasn’t before.

Damien Hirst, 20007"

A few changes in the environment of advanced art that occurred during
the twentieth century are so central to an appreciation of the context
of the century’s art history that they demand at least brief preliminary
mention. One is a very substantial increase over the course of the century
in public interest in art in general, and in modern art in particular.

An obvious manifestation of this trend is the growing importance of
museums. A milestone early in the twentieth century was the opening
of New York’s Museum of Modern Art in 1929. Not only was it the
first American museum dedicated to modern art, but it defined its mis-
sion broadly, to include collections and displays devoted to photography,
architecture, film, and design, as well as painting and sculpture.”>

Attendance at museums became a topic of increasing economic impor-
tance after mid-century, as greater prosperity and rising levels of tourism
contributed to steady increases in the volume of museum visits, with an
accelerating rate of increase in the final decades of the century.”? A key
contribution to this trend was made by Thomas Hoving, who served as
director of New York’s Metropolitan Museum during 1967—77. Hoving
envisioned museums as places of mass entertainment, and he is consid-
ered the originator of the blockbuster exhibition, aimed at attracting
both large public audiences, who often pay substantial admission fees,
and lucrative corporate sponsorships. As attendance rose, and museums
competed more actively for the public’s patronage, many museums estab-
lished marketing departments for the first time.”#

Growing attendance at existing museums was complemented by the
establishment of new museums, and many of these focused on modern
art. One important instance occurred in 1977, when the opening of the
Centre Pompidou gave Paris a major museum devoted exclusively to
twentieth-century art. In 2000, Tate Modern gave London its first major
museum of the art of the century just completed. Tate Modern quickly
became the world’s most popular museum of modern art, as for example
during 2007 more than 5 million people visited the museum.
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Another new museum that immediately became a major attraction
to tourists when it opened in 1997 was the Guggenheim Museum in
Bilbao, in northern Spain. Designed by Frank Gehry, the Guggenheim
Bilbao has widely been recognized as the most important new museum
architecturally since the New York Guggenheim, designed by Frank Lloyd
Wright, opened in 1959. The spectacular Guggenheim Bilbao was the
most successful to date of a series of satellite institutions created and
planned by the New York-based Guggenheim in an attempt to become
the first global museum.”’

As museums multiplied and expanded, their attention to recent art
increased: many small museums of contemporary art were opened, and
larger museums of modern art began to devote greater attention to the
work of living artists. One notable manifestation of this new interest was
the Turner Prize, established by London’s Tate Gallery in 1984 with the
intention of giving contemporary English visual art a status compara-
ble to that afforded English novels by the Booker Prize. From 1991, the
Turner Prize was restricted to artists under the age of 50, and the focus
on younger artists increased the attention given to the prize. Attendance
at the Tate’s Turner Prize exhibition rose sharply during the 1990s, and
media attention expanded accordingly; heated controversies now reg-
ularly erupt over the nominees and winners of the prize, not only in
broadsheet newspapers, but equally in the English tabloids.”®

Artists as Celebrities

Picasso is now wealthier and more famous than any other artist who has
ever lived.

John Berger, 196577

With the growing public interest in modern art came a new public status
for important modern artists. Since the Renaissance, gifted artists had
often been accorded great respect by their patrons. So for example in
1506 the pope was willing “to forgo his claims to reverential submis-
sion from an artist whose genius he fully appreciated,” as Julius IT “met
Michelangelo as an equal” in order to gain the artist’s agreement to paint
the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel.”® Similarly, in the seventeenth century,
Philip IV of Spain granted Velazquez honors normally reserved for men
of noble descent, and was devastated by the painter’s death.”” In 1667,
when the young Prince Cosimo, the future Archduke of Tuscany, traveled
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to Amsterdam, one of the artists whose studios he visited was described in
the official logbook of his journey as “Rembrandt the famous painter.”*°

These and other master painters were honored by kings, popes, and
aristocrats. Yet it was only in the modern era that living artists would
gain fame among a much wider public. As the audience for art expanded
during the modern period, some artists became genuine celebrities. New
forms of artistic behavior became possible as these artists responded to
the opportunities their new status presented. Many of these behaviors will
be examined in the course of this study. Here it is useful to point out a few
of the most prominent cases of twentieth-century artists as celebrities.

A biographer remarked that Pablo Picasso “mastered the publicity
game before the world knew that such a game existed.”®" Early in his
career Picasso created not only a startlingly new style of art, but also
cultivated a colorful persona to match it. Thus one art scholar observed
that by 1914, “Picasso had established the character of his genius: an
amalgam of alchemist, Shakespearean fool, and satyr that placed his cre-
ative imagination at the center of his art.”®* His Cubist fragmentation of
the human figure, which could readily be caricatured by cartoonists, and
his many love affairs combined to make Picasso “the archetypal mod-
ern artist as far as lay people were concerned.”®’ Considerable mystery
surrounded Picasso, for he rarely granted interviews, but he nonetheless
played an active role in fostering the spread of his fame through the press.
For example in 1939, photographs of Picasso taken by his friend Brassai
were featured in Life magazine. It was a time of considerable stress for
the artist, for Picasso was busy moving his accumulated paintings and
drawings into bank vaults to protect them from possible German bomb-
ing of Paris. Yet Brassai noted that for the Life assignment, “Nonetheless,
he was prepared to devote an entire day to me.” %

Jackson Pollock became the prototype of the American artist as
celebrity: an art historian observed that “while his career peaked before
modern media saturation was achieved, he was the first modern artist to
be given wide publicity in the popular press even before his avant-garde
reputation had been secured.”®s Pollock’s fame was established in 1949,
when Life magazine published a story titled “Jackson Pollock: Is He the
Greatest Living Painter in the United States?,” which described him as
“the shining new phenomenon of American art,” and “a fine candidate
to become ‘the greatest American painter of the 2oth Century.””®® Dur-
ing the next few years Pollock’s public image was enhanced by Hans
Namuth’s photographs of him working: the black-and-white pictures,



28 Conceptual Revolutions in Twentieth-Century Art

often blurred as Pollock danced around, stepped on, or knelt beside large
canvases laid flat on the floor, a cigarette dangling from his mouth as he
spattered or smeared paint with sticks, gave vivid meaning to the term
“action painting” that the critic Harold Rosenberg had devised to refer to
Abstract Expressionism. Early in 1956, just months before his premature
death in an automobile accident, Time magazine gave Pollock his lasting
nickname, “Jack the Dripper,” in a reference to his trademark technique
of applying paint.®”

Robert Hughes observed that Andy Warhol was “the first American
artist to whose career publicity was truly intrinsic.”*® Warhol not only
actively courted fame, but made celebrity itself a theme of his art.® Neal
Gabler contended that “What Warhol realized and what he promoted
in both his work and his life. .. was that the most important art move-
ment of the twentieth century...was celebrity. Eventually, no matter
who the artist was and no matter what school he belonged to, the enter-
tainment society made his fame his achievement and not his achieve-
ment his fame.”?° As early as 1964, Newsweek titled a profile of Warhol
“Saint Andrew,” and in 1970, Vogue declared that “Andy Warhol is the
most famous artist in America. For millions, Warhol is the artist personi-
fied.”?" Warhol not only produced vast numbers of art works at a studio
he named “The Factory,” but he also managed a famous rock band,
the Velvet Underground, he directed movies that some critics considered
important innovations, and he published Interview, a magazine in which
celebrities were interviewed, often by other celebrities. Warhol survived
being shot by a disturbed member of his sizeable entourage, but he later
died after a routine operation. After Warhol’s death in 1987, the critic
Arthur Danto surveyed his career, and predicted that “When the final
multivolume Popular History of Art is published, ours will be the Age of
Warhol - an unlikely giant, but a giant nonetheless.”**

Damien Hirst may be the most famous artist working today. He freely
admits that this was always his plan: “I wanted to be a famous artist.”
Fame allows him to achieve his real goal: “As an artist, you have a
desire to communicate an idea to a hell of a lot of people on a massive
scale.”?3 From an early stage of his career, Hirst combined dramatic art
works, including some that presented dead animals preserved in formalde-
hyde in large vitrines, with a public persona borrowed from British punk
rockers, that has been described as an “art yobbo” image: “Hirst glared,
grimaced and grinned at the camera and cultivated a puckish image by
not shaving, wearing long or very short hair and a weird assortment of
clothes along with oversize boots.”?* The success of his campaign was
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such that the critic Jerry Saltz has observed that he is “the one true pop-
star artist.” Interestingly, however, Hirst’s success is due in part to his
art’s studious conceptual synthesis of many important strands of contem-
porary art: “His art is an original mélange, a mutant sprung from virtually
every movement that preceded it.”?5 Through his entrepreneurship, his
flamboyant art, and his colorful personal image, Hirst has become not
only the leader but also the symbol of the young British artists, or yBas,
who made London a center of the art world in the 1990s: “He’s their
prophet and deliverer, their Elvis and ayatollah.” And he achieved this
through a flair for arousing controversy that even Warhol would have
admired: “To his supporters, Hirst is an inspiration and lightning rod; to
his critics, he’s a black sheep and bad egg.”9°

Thirteen Ways of Looking at Modern Art

The aim of the historian...is to portray time...He transposes, reduces,
composes, and colors a facsimile, like a painter, who in his search for the
identity of the subject, must discover a patterned set of properties that will
elicit recognition all while conveying a new perception of the subject.

George Kubler®”

The necessary preliminaries are now complete. The remainder of this
book will be devoted to an analytical history of art in the twentieth cen-
tury. The next four chapters will give a quantitative overview of the most
important figures in that history, and their achievements. The balance of
the book will deal with a series of selected topics, chosen to represent key
innovations in the work and behavior of artists in the twentieth century.
The goal of this study as a whole is to examine systematically many old
problems, and some new ones, from novel points of view, and in the
process to discover patterns that will give both experts and nonspecialists
a new perception of twentieth-century art, and an understanding of why
it is fundamentally different from the art of all earlier times.



The Greatest Artists of the Twentieth Century

Introduction

The masters, truth to tell, are judged as much by their influence as by their
works.

Emile Zola, 1884"

Important artists are innovators: they are important because they change
the way their successors work. The more widespread, and the more pro-
found, the changes due to the work of any artist, the greater is the impor-
tance of that artist.

Recognizing the source of artistic importance points to a method of
measuring it. Surveys of art history are narratives of the contributions of
individual artists. These narratives describe and explain the changes that
have occurred over time in artists’ practices. It follows that the impor-
tance of an artist can be measured by the attention to his work in these
narratives. The most important artists, whose contributions fundamen-
tally change the course of their discipline, cannot be omitted from any
such narrative, and their innovations must be analyzed at length; less
important artists can either be included or excluded, depending on the
length of the specific narrative treatment and the tastes of the author, and
if they are included their contributions can be treated more summarily.
The judgments of different authors can of course differ. Surveying a large
number of narratives can reduce the impact of idiosyncratic opinions, and
serves to reveal the general consensus of expert opinion as to the relative
importance of the artists considered.

Today, well into the first decade of a new century, it is possible to
survey a large collection of narratives of the art of the past century, and

30
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TABLE 2.1. Greatest Artists of the Twentieth Century

Artist Date of Birth ~ Date of Death Country of Birth
Brancusi, Constantin 1876 1957 Romania
Braque, Georges 1882 1963 France
Duchamp, Marcel 1887 1968 France
Johns, Jasper 1930 - Us
Kandinsky, Wassily 1866 1944 Russia

de Kooning, Willem 1904 1997 Netherlands
Malevich, Kazimir 1878 1935 Russia
Matisse, Henri 1869 1954 France
Mondrian, Piet 1872 1944 Netherlands
Oldenburg, Claes 1929 - Sweden
Picasso, Pablo 1881 1973 Spain
Pollock, Jackson 1912 1956 UsS
Rauschenberg, Robert 1925 2008 us

Rothko, Mark 1903 1970 Russia
Warhol, Andy 1928 1987 UsS

Source: This and subsequent tables in this chapter are based on the data set constructed for
this study. See the text and appendix for the method used and sources.

to see which artists emerge most prominently from these accounts. One
result of this survey is a ranking of the greatest artists of the twentieth
century.

The Ranking

Lists seem trivial, but in fact they are crucial symptomatic indices of
underlying struggles over taste, evaluation and the construction of a
canon...[T]here is a complex genealogy of influence and indebtedness
which is left for critics and historians to unearth.

Peter Wollen, 2002>

The artists selected for this study are those whose major contributions
were made entirely in the twentieth century and who were found to be the
most important artists at particular times and places by a series of earlier
surveys of art history textbooks. Specifically, fifteen different artists were
found to have an average of at least two illustrations per textbook in a
series of nine previous studies of artistic importance.’ These artists are
listed in Table 2.1.

For the present study a new data set was created by recording all
illustrations of the work of these fifteen artists in thirty-three textbooks
of art history.* These were all the available books, published in English,
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TABLE 2.2. Ranking of Artists by Total Illustrations

Mean Illustrations

Artist N Per Book
1. Picasso 395 12.0
2. Matisse 183 5.5
3. Duchamp 122 3.7
4. Mondrian 114 3.5
5. Braque 101 3.1
6. Pollock 96 2.9
7. Malevich 93 2.8
8. Warhol 85 2.6
9. Kandinsky 84 2.5

10. Johns 75 2.3
11. Brancusi 71 2.2
12. Rauschenberg 62 1.9
13. Oldenburg 58 1.8
14t. de Kooning 52 1.6
14t. Rothko 52 1.6

that surveyed the history of art in the twentieth century, and that were
published in 1990 or later.

Table 2.2 ranks the fifteen artists by using the total number of illustra-
tions of each artist’s work that appeared in the thirty-three textbooks. A
number of important facts emerge from this ranking.

Perhaps the most striking feature of Table 2.2 is the dominant position
of Picasso. Remarkably, the textbooks surveyed contain an average of
twelve illustrations of his work, more than twice as many as the average
for his rival and friend, Matisse. Table 2.2 clearly demonstrates that it
would be difficult to overstate the importance of Picasso for twentieth-
century art.

More generally, Table 2.2 also points to the privileged position given
to artistic developments in France. The top five artists are all Europeans,
and all spent some if not all of their careers in Paris. Pollock ranks sixth,
making him the most important American artist of the century. He is
joined in the top ten by Warhol and Johns. Thus New York is given a
prominent role, second to that of Paris.

Table 2.2 provides the basis for an overview of the specific roles of
the most important artists of the twentieth century. The data set con-
structed for this study can be used to provide a more precise focus for
that overview, by pointing to when each of the artists made his major
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TABLE 2.3. Best Five-Year Period in Each
Artist’s Career, by Total lllustrations

Artist Years Ages
Brancusi 1924-28 48-52
Braque 1907-11 25-29
Duchamp 1910-14 23-27
Johns 1955-59 25-29
Kandinsky 1910-14 44—48
de Kooning 1949-53 4549
Malevich 1913-17 35-39
Matisse 1905—09 36—40
Mondrian 1912-16 40—44
Oldenburg 1960—64 31-35
Picasso 1906-10 25-29
Pollock 1947-51 35-39
Rauschenberg 1957-61 32-36
Rothko 1956—60 $3-57
Warhol 1962—66 34—38

contribution. Thus Table 2.3 shows the five-year period in each artist’s
career that accounts for the most textbook illustrations. Arranging these
periods in chronological order provides a precise outline for a consid-
eration of the sequence in which the greatest artistic innovators of the
twentieth century made their most important discoveries.

Henri Matisse

Painting isn’t a question of sensibility; it’s a matter of seizing the power,
taking over from nature, not expecting her to supply you with information
and good advice. That’s why I like Matisse. Matisse is always able to make
an intellectual choice about colors.

Pablo Picasso’

Fauvism was the first important art movement of the twentieth century.
Matisse was its prime inventor and its leader. Table 2.3 shows that his
greatest period began in 1905, when he and several friends, including
André Derain and Maurice Vlaminck, first presented their new Fauve
paintings to the public. As Matisse later summarized the movement, Fau-
vism built on the bright symbolist color of Gauguin and van Gogh: “Here
are the ideas of that time: Construction by colored surfaces. Search for
intensity of color, subject matter being unimportant. Reaction against the
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diffusion of local tone in light. Light is not suppressed, but is expressed
by a harmony of intensely colored surfaces.”®

The movement’s name came from a facetious remark by the critic Louis
Vauxcelles, who called the group “les fauves” — the wild beasts — for their
reckless use of color.” The young painters were fully aware of the violence
they had done to tradition. Derain worked with Matisse during the sum-
mer of 1903, and later recalled that explosive time: “Colors became sticks
of dynamite. They were primed to discharge light.”* Although the work
was iconoclastic, it was not undisciplined. Matisse planned his paintings
meticulously. For example in the spring of 1905 he exhibited a large fig-
ure painting that became a manifesto for the new style. His preparations
for the work began with watercolor sketches of the bay of St. Tropez
in the summer of 1904. Back in Paris, he devoted the fall and winter to
making preparatory oil paintings, adding posed studies of nude figures,
and producing a full-scale charcoal drawing of the whole composition.
After his wife and daughter transferred this drawing to a large canvas
using a traditional academic technique called pouncing, Matisse colored
within the traced contours to produce the painting. The completed work
was finally given a literary title of impeccable pedigree, Luxe, calme, et
volupté, from one of the poems in Charles Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs du
mal.?

The conceptual nature of Fauvism was quickly recognized in Paris’s
advanced art world. In a review of the Salon des Indépendants in 1905,
the painter and critic Maurice Denis, who had himself been a leader of
the conceptual Nabi movement in the 1890s, declared that “Luxe, calme,
et volupté is the diagram of a theory.”'° Later that year, the novelist and
critic André Gide stressed the rationality of Matisse’s work in a review of
the Salon d’Automne:

The canvases which he paints today seem to be the demonstrations of theorems.
I stayed quite a while in this gallery. I listened to the visitors and when I heard
them exclaim in front of a Matisse: “This is madness!” I felt like retorting: “No,
Sir, quite the contrary. It is the result of theories.” Everything can be deduced,
explained. .. Yes, this painting is reasonable, or rather it is itself reasoning.""

Nor was this recognition exclusive to critics. The young painter Raoul
Dufy explained that he became a convert to Fauvism instantly upon
seeing Luxe, calme, et volupté, as its conceptual basis allowed him to
understand the movement’s ideas simply by viewing that painting: “I
understood all the new principles of painting, and impressionist realism
lost its charm for me as I contemplated this miracle of the imagination
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introduced into design and color. I immediately understood the new pic-
torial mechanics.”"* Fauvism was in fact derived from thought rather
than observation. Derain later reflected that “We painted with theories,
ideas.” "3

In 1908, Matisse published an extended explanation of his artistic
goals, “Notes of a Painter,” which became one of the most influential
statements ever made by a modern artist. He stressed that his art was not
primarily concerned with observation, but rather with feelings: “What I
am after, above all, is expression...I am unable to distinguish between
the feeling I have about life and my way of translating it.” He contrasted
his goal with that of the Impressionists, who had sought to capture tran-
sitory perceptions: “I prefer, by insisting upon its essential character, to
risk losing charm in order to obtain greater stability.” For Matisse, the
purpose of art transcended superficial appearances: “one can search for
a truer, more essential character. .. By removing oneself from the literal
representation of movement one attains greater beauty and grandeur.”
Capturing the true character of an object or person required careful study
before beginning the final work: “For me, all is in the conception. It is thus
necessary to have a clear vision of the whole right from the beginning.” "4

In a remarkable series of interviews given throughout his career,
Matisse expanded on the themes of his early statement. For example
in 1925 he told a critic “the secret of my art. It consists of a meditation
on nature, on the expression of a dream which is always inspired by real-
ity.”"5 He explained in 1929 that there were two stages in the creation of
his art, as his initial emotions had to be transformed into ideas in order to
make them communicable: “The painter releases his emotion by painting;
but not without his conception having passed through a certain analytic
state.”"® Even more simply, in 1949 he declared that “for me, it is the
sensation first, then the idea.”'”

Matisse’s art influenced painters throughout the twentieth century.
Thus for example in 1911, Wassily Kandinsky invited Matisse to con-
tribute an essay to The Blaue Reiter Almanac, which became the most
important literary document of German expressionism.'® Decades later,
the Abstract Expressionist Mark Rothko spent hours studying Matisse’s
The Red Studio of 1911 at the Museum of Modern Art, and after
Matisse’s death in 1954 Rothko paid tribute to that work in his Homage
to Matisse. Rothko explained that “When you looked at that painting,
you became that color, you became totally saturated with it.” ™0

Matisse’s central contributions stemmed from his early realization
“that one could work with expressive colors that are not necessarily
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descriptive colors.”*® The critic John Berger observed that “Matisse’s
achievement rests on his use — or in the context of contemporary Western
art one could say his invention — of pure color. .. He repeatedly declared
that color ‘must serve expression.” What he wanted to express was ‘the
nearly religious feeling’ he had towards sensuous life — towards the bless-
ings of sunlight, flowers, women, fruit, sleep.”*" Similarly, an art historian
remarked that Matisse “saw that if they were no longer subordinated to
their mimetic function, the illusionistic devices of painting (the capacity
of marks and colors on a flat surface to create a whole fictional world of
space and form, light and shade) were free to be a source of the deepest
visual and intellectual enjoyment.”*

Pablo Picasso and Georges Braque

Picasso is a special case who dominates this century from a great height.

Daniel-Henry Kahnweiler*3

I have always said that Braque is my other half.
Pablo Picasso**

Cubism thoroughly transformed modern art. John Golding reflected that
“Cubism was perhaps the most important and certainly the most com-
plete and radical artistic revolution since the Renaissance. New forms
of society, changing patronage, varying geographic conditions, all these
things have gone to produce over the past five hundred years a succes-
sion of different schools, different styles, different pictorial idioms. But
none of these has so altered the principles, so shaken the foundations of
Western painting as did Cubism.”*5 George Heard Hamilton explained
that Cubism broke with the past because it “embodied for the first time
in Western art the principle that a work of art, in conception as well as
in appearance, in essence as well as in substance, need not be restricted
to the phenomenal appearance of the object for which it stands.”*® John
Berger made this same point by noting that with Cubism “the idea of art
holding up a mirror to nature became a nostalgic one.” Berger stressed
that Cubism replaced perception with conception: “The metaphorical
model of Cubism is the diagram: the diagram being a visible, symbolic
representation of invisible processes, forces, structures.”*” Cubism was
also the first movement of the modern era to find its subject matter pre-
dominantly in urban settings, often the everyday objects found in Parisian
cafés, as Picasso remarked that “I want to tell something by means of the
most common object.”** The man-made, constructed subjects of Cubism
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paralleled the constructed artificiality of the system of symbols it used to
portray them.

Cubism was primarily the result of a collaboration that stemmed
from a visit Georges Braque made to Picasso’s Montmartre studio late
in 1907. On that occasion Braque was shocked by his first sight of
Picasso’s Les Demoiselles d’Avignon, but he subsequently came to real-
ize that “We were both headed in the same general direction,” for both
he and Picasso were pursuing the constructive, spatial implications of
Cézanne’s late work.” The collaboration developed gradually, but the
two worked together closely from 1909 on — in Braque’s words, “like
two mountaineers roped together” — until Braque joined the French army
in 1914.°° In recalling that five-year period, Picasso also stressed the
extraordinary degree of cooperation: “Almost every evening, either I went
to Braque’s studio or Braque came to mine. Each of us had to see what
the other had done during the day. We criticized each other’s work. A
canvas wasn’t finished unless both of us felt it was.”?™ David Sylvester
compared the relationship of Picasso and Braque in these formative years
of Cubism to the later relationship of the jazz musicians Dizzy Gillespie
and Charlie Parker in the heyday of bebop: “It was a relationship in which
two young artists who were at once men of genius and great virtuosi and
who had totally contrasting temperaments were joined in the creation of
a revolutionary style, inspiring each other, guiding each other through a
journey in the dark, goading each other with their intense rivalry, loving
each other, often disliking and distrusting each other.”3*

Picasso and Braque wanted to represent the tangible nature of objects
without the use of linear perspective, which they regarded as mechanical
and arbitrary. They replaced the restrictive single viewpoint of Renais-
sance perspective — which Braque ridiculed, saying “It is as if someone
spent his life drawing profiles and believed that man was one-eyed” —
with an approach that allowed them to represent their full knowledge of
objects, effectively walking around their subject and presenting views of
it from many different vantage points. They did this without the vivid
colors used by the Impressionists, because they wanted to create solid
and stable forms that represented underlying structures, rather than the
momentary and changing reflections of light that dissolved the material
world into flimsy and shimmering optical effects.’> They did not replace
traditional perspective and color with any single system, but over time
devised a number of instruments to substitute for them.

The most striking early development was based on a logical exten-
sion of a technique developed by Cézanne. Late in his career Cézanne
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often used several vantage points within a single painting. Although this
produced occasional anomalies, most conspicuously in the form of incon-
sistencies in the shapes of table tops that supported still life compositions,
Cézanne did this to give solidity to the apples, baskets, and bowls that
he studied and painted with infinite care.’* Picasso and Braque reasoned
that if Cézanne could break the contours of objects by viewing them
from two or three different positions, they could do the same using two
or three dozen viewpoints. This gave rise to the faceting the Cubists used
to portray each of a number of different elements of an object from a
different point of view, with each of the associated planes lighted from
a different direction, and to the consequent creation of spaces that could
not exist in actuality.?’

In this early phase, in their pursuit of the reality of objects the Cubists
restricted their colors to a limited range of shades of gray and brown, in
order to avoid both the shimmering Impressionist coloring that dissolved
substance and the arbitrary brilliance of Fauve colors.?® Their search for
a realistic way to reintroduce a wider range of colors led Picasso to create
the first collage in 1912, by attaching a piece of cloth to the canvas, and
later the same year prompted Braque to make the first papier collé. The
materials introduced into these new genres were often actual fragments of
the real objects they were used to symbolize — cigarette wrappers, news-
papers, playing cards — and in other cases were commercial imitations
of real objects — for example, the piece of cloth printed to imitate chair
caning that Picasso used to represent a chair. When the artists began
to translate the effects of collage and papier collé into paint, the result
was a new flattened construction of overlapping, superimposed planes
that appeared to exist within a much shallower space than the earlier
fragmented facets of objects. The new phase after 1912, in which com-
positions were constructed from larger, flattened elements, came to be
known as Synthetic Cubism, in contrast to the earlier Analytic phase, in
which objects were broken into smaller fragments, each of which was
shaded to create an illusion of three dimensionality.?”

In 1921, Roger Fry described Picasso as “the painter who has had
more influence on modern art than any other single man.” Yet Fry also
explained why he felt unable to place Picasso’s achievement in perspective:

When we attempt the impossible feat of estimating the value of a contemporary
artist, we generally take as a measure the case of some similar artist in the past
familiar to us, the full trajectory of whose career time has enabled us to trace. But
where in the past are we to find the likeness to Pablo Picasso? ... For here is an
artist who has given rise to more schools of art, who has determined the direction
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of more artists, than any other one can think of. An artist, too, who has changed
the superficial appearance of pictures more radically than any other in the whole
history of the world.?*

The survey of art history textbooks clearly confirms what virtually all
art scholars recognize, that the greatest period of Picasso’s career was
the time of his invention and development of Cubism during his late
twenties and early thirties. Much of this period was spent in his remark-
able collaboration with Braque, which ended when Braque went to fight
in World War I. Picasso later told his friend and dealer, Daniel-Henry
Kahnweiler, “On August 2, 1914, I took Braque and Derain to the Gare
d’Avignon. I never saw them again.” The statement wasn’t literally true,
for although Braque was severely wounded in the war, Picasso did see
him again, many times, between 1917 and Braque’s death in 1963. But as
Kahnweiler explained, “by this he meant that it was never the same.”3?

Marcel Duchamp

Duchamp was the great saboteur, the relentless enemy of painterly painting
(read Picasso and Matisse), the asp in the basket of fruit.

Robert Motherwell+®

Marcel Duchamp’s avowed goal was to correct what he considered a
basic error of art in the modern era. He argued that prior to the mid-
nineteenth century “paint was always a means to an end, whether the
end was religious, social, decorative, or romantic. Now it’s become an
end in itself.”+" Modern art had forsaken the mind in favor of the eye:
“Since Courbet, it’s been believed that painting is addressed to the retina.
That was everyone’s error. The retinal shudder!”4* From the beginning of
his career, Duchamp wanted to change this orientation: “I was interested
in ideas — not merely in visual products. I wanted to put painting once
again at the service of the mind.”43

As a young painter in Paris, Duchamp’s point of departure was
Cubism. He later explained that the basis of his early work had been
“a desire to break up forms - to ‘decompose’ them much along the lines
the Cubists had done. But I wanted to go further — much further — in fact
in quite another direction altogether.” Under the influence of the early
chronophotography of Etienne-Jules Marey and Eadweard Muybridge,
Duchamp painted his first major work, Nude Descending a Staircase,
No. 2, in 1912: “My aim was a static representation of movement — a
static composition of indications of various positions taken by a form in
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movement — with no attempt to give cinema effects through paint-
ing.”#* Nude Descending immediately caused a scandal. When Duchamp
submitted it to the 1912 Salon des Indépendants, it was perceived as
a parody of Cubism, and rejected.#’ The rejection by his fellow painters
confirmed Duchamp’s scorn for orthodox art: “It helped liberate me com-
pletely from the past.”+® Duchamp realized that he was dissatisfied not
only with the current state of painting, but with painting itself: “The
whole trend of painting was something I didn’t care to continue. After
ten years of painting I was bored with it.” In pursuit of a more highly
conceptual art, “from 1912 on I decided to stop being a painter in the
professional sense.”*”

In 1913, Duchamp posed the question, “Can one make works which
are not works of ‘art’?” Later that year he provided a novel answer, in the
form of “a work of art without an artist to make it.”+® By fastening a bicy-
cle wheel to a stool, Duchamp had made the first of what he would later
name “readymades” — manufactured objects that he purchased, titled,
signed, and often inscribed with a short phrase or sentence. Duchamp
stressed that the choice of readymades was “never dictated by aesthetic
delectation,” but rather was based on “a reaction of visual indifference
with at the same time a total absence of good or bad taste.”+° By present-
ing everyday objects such as a urinal, a bottle rack, or a snow shovel as
works of art, Duchamp dramatically raised the question of what consti-
tuted art. Decades later, he explained that the readymade demonstrated
that there could be no general definition of the essential nature of art:
“the readymade can be seen as a sort of irony, because it says here it
is, a thing that I call art, I didn’t even make it myself. As we know art
etymologically speaking means to ‘make,” ‘hand make,” and there instead
of making, I take it readymade. So it was a form of denying the possibility
of defining art.”3°

Duchamp’s work pushed conceptual art to new extremes. Indeed,
Joseph Masheck observed that Duchamp functioned differently than
artists had in the past: “In a sense he was a mute critic and aesthetician
whose works were plastic rather than verbal: although he is commonly
thought of as a conceptual plastic artist, much of his work is really reflec-
tion concretized.”S” Duchamp became a central influence on the Dada
movement that began during World War L. In 1934, André Breton, the
founder and leading spirit of Surrealism, declared that Duchamp had
been “at the very forefront of all the ‘modern’ movements which have
succeeded each other during the last twenty-five years.” 5> With the whole-
sale departure of Robert Rauschenberg, Jasper Johns, and many others
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from the traditional methods and materials of art from the mid-1950s on,
Duchamp came to be considered by many as “the most influential artist
of the second half of the twentieth century.”’? In a eulogy Johns wrote
that “Marcel Duchamp, one of this century’s pioneer artists, moved his
work through the retinal boundaries which had been established with
Impressionism into a field where language, thought and vision act upon
one another. There it changed form through a complex interplay of new
mental and physical materials, heralding many of the technical, mental
and visual details to be found in more recent art.”54 Duchamp’s con-
tribution was placed in a broader context by the Abstract Expressionist
Robert Motherwell. A painter whose career extended into the era when
Rauschenberg, Warhol, and other younger artists were breaking down
traditional artistic barriers, Motherwell saw Duchamp as the source of
one of the two basic forces that had created a fault line in the art of the
twentieth century, as artists struggled over the issue of whether art would
follow fixed conventions, and respect established genres, or whether it
would break existing rules, and create new art forms. Thus in 1971 Moth-
erwell reflected that “Picasso, as a painter, wanted boundaries. Duchamp,
as an anti-painter, did not. From the standpoint of each, the other was
involved in a game. Taking one side or the other is the history of art since

1914.75

Wassily Kandinsky, Piet Mondrian, and Kazimir Malevich

It might be fair to say that Malevich’s abstraction sprang, Athena-like,
ready formed from the brow of its creator; this distinguishes Malevich’s
approach very sharply from that of both Mondrian and Kandinsky, who
had sensed and inched their way into abstraction over a period of many
years.

John Golding’®

At the age of 30, Wassily Kandinsky gave up a career teaching law in
Russia and moved to Munich to become a painter. He took with him a
strong belief in the expressive power of color and design, which derived
in part from the traditional folk art he had seen while doing ethno-
graphic research in Russian peasant villages. Kandinsky’s art developed
slowly in Munich, because his interest in color rather than drawing did
not conform to the prevailing academic orthodoxy. But he was excited
by a trip to Paris in 1906, where he saw Matisse’s exaggerated use of
color in his early Fauve paintings. Kandinsky began to consider giving
even greater emphasis to color over form: “Much encouraged, I asked
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myself. .. whether one might not simply reduce or ‘distort’ objects, but
do away with them altogether.”57

This initiated Kandinsky’s progression toward abstraction. Yet by his
own account this occurred “slowly, as a result of endless experiments,
doubts, hopes, and discoveries.” ® He feared that a totally abstract art
would degenerate into mere decoration, devoid of emotional or spiritual
impact. He believed that non-representational art would remain mean-
ingful only if it grew out of representation: if the artist began with objects,
then veiled them by blurring or simplifying their forms, the viewer would
sense their presence, and feel their impact, even if only subconsciously.
Making abstract art therefore involved hiding things, for “concealment
wields an enormous power in art.” Even greater possibilities were raised
by mixing implicit and explicit forms, “the combination of the hidden
and the revealed.”°

Kandinsky’s development of abstraction therefore involved a cautious
advance, as objects gradually disappeared, and it was not until 1913 that
he began to make paintings that contained no recognizable references to
the phenomenal world. In that year, he acknowledged that it had taken
“a very long time before I arrived at the correct answer to the question:
What is to replace the object? I sometimes look back at the past and
despair at how long this solution took me.”° Yet he understood that
this slow progression was required by the need for gradual learning:
“it is impossible to conjure up maturity at any particular time. And
nothing is more damaging and more sinful than to seek one’s forms by
force. .. Thus, I was obliged to wait patiently for the hour that would
lead my hand to create abstract form.”*"

The images Kandinsky created in these early abstract works were novel
both for their use of autonomous color and for their creation of a new
pictorial space. Brightly colored shapes float and overlap in a state of flux,
without perspective or shading to create depth, in a space that suggests
an indeterminate state of dreams.®* Kandinsky explained to one collector
that viewers had to learn to see these pictures “as a graphic representation
of a mood.”

Piet Mondrian spent the first two decades of his career in his native
Holland, but the turning point for his art occurred when he moved to Paris
at the age of 40. There the impact of Cubism on his art was so decisive
that his friend and biographer Michel Seuphor later declared that “We
may say that it was in Paris, in 1912 ... that the life of the great painter
began.”®# Under the influence of Cubism, Mondrian’s earlier symbolist
treatment of landscape evolved into progressively more simplified and
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fragmented forms, with increasing emphasis on horizontal and vertical
lines. His subsequent development was driven by a desire to find the
reality underlying the superficial appearance of objects: “The interior of
things shows through the surface. .. It is this inner image that should be
represented.”®

Mondrian’s belief in Theosophy led him to seek an ideal art, that would
be universal and would help to create a new society by portraying a spir-
itual equilibrium, but it also gave him a firm conviction that progress
toward this ideal could only occur gradually, “the slow and sure path
of evolution.”®® The remaining decades of his career, and life, became a
protracted quest for “universal beauty.” In 1914, Mondrian stated his
credo for a fellow artist: “I believe that it is possible by means of hor-
izontal and vertical lines, constructed consciously but not calculatingly,
guided by a higher intuition and brought to harmony and rhythm...to
arrive at a work of art as strong as it is true. .. And chance must be as
far removed as calculation.”®” Carl Holty, a younger artist who knew
Mondrian late in his life, testified that he worked visually and experimen-
tally: “There was no program, no symbols, no ‘geometry’ or system of
measure; only intuition determined the total rhythm of the relationships,
by trial and error. The given space of the canvas, the given tension of
its proportion, its size, were likewise experimentally determined and var-
ied. Intuitive experience for Mondrian could only be direct, immediate,
sensual.”®®

By 1913, Mondrian had begun to make paintings that made no rec-
ognizable visual reference to real objects, and that were consequently
considered to be totally abstract. It appears, however, that until 1919 he
continued to use the visual stimulus of specific surroundings as the point of
departure for his paintings, and in some cases he referred to these sources
in his titles.®” After 1919 his paintings continued to evolve through vari-
ations in their component elements, as Mondrian experimented with reg-
ular and irregular grids of black lines, and with compositions based on
colored rectangles of varying sizes.

Mondrian’s willingness to continue significant experimentation through-
out his life produced a denouement that is rare if not unprecedented in
the history of Western art. In 1943, working in New York after World
War II had forced him to flee both Paris and London, he decided to
eliminate the network of black lines that had been a central characteristic
of his paintings virtually since his first encounter with Cubism.”® One
consequence of this was to give a new depth and dynamism to his very
latest paintings of brightly colored bands and squares.”” In particular
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Broadway Boogie-Woogie, executed at the age of 71, is reproduced in
more textbooks than any other painting Mondrian made in a career of
more than 5o years. Remarkably, therefore, Mondrian’s commitment to
experimentation to the very end of his life allowed the last painting he
ever completed to be considered by art historians the most important he
ever made.

Kazimir Malevich was first exposed to advanced art when he moved
to Moscow from his native Ukraine in 1907. In Moscow he met and
worked with a group of talented young Russian artists, and he saw paint-
ings by leading French artists both in exhibitions and in the private col-
lections of two wealthy Russian merchants who were a major collectors
of Matisse, Picasso, Braque, and other important young artists in Paris.
Malevich quickly assimilated the innovations of Cubism and Futurism,
and in 1915 made a radical leap into a new form of abstract art that he
named Suprematism.

Malevich’s mature work was based not only on careful planning but
on explicit calculation. John Milner observed that by 1913 “Malevich
began to make the mathematical basis of his work a primary consider-
ation,” working by constructing figures to fit predetermined geometric
schemes.”” Geometric calculations not only provided the basis for the
forms of the paintings Malevich displayed at the landmark “o,10” exhi-
bition in Petrograd in December 1915, at which he first presented his
Suprematist compositions, but were also used to determine the arrange-
ment of the paintings on the walls.”?

Unlike Kandinsky and Mondrian, Malevich did not develop abstract
forms from observation of objects in the external world, but instead
derived them from ideas. Malevich believed that the time had come for
revolutionary changes in art, to parallel those that were occurring in tech-
nology and society. Rather than transforming real objects, or breaking
them into component parts, Suprematism would create symbols directly
from abstract elements, “the formation of signs instead of the repetition
of nature.” These new signs would be ideas “flowing from our creative
brain.”’4 The squares and other geometric shapes in Malevich’s Supre-
matist abstractions symbolize flight into the cosmos, but the space these
figures float in is not the actual space we see by looking up at the sky:
“Represented spaces, planes and lines exist only on the pictorial surface,
but not in reality.””s

Malevich’s sudden plunge into abstraction contrasted dramatically
with the gradual progressions into abstract art of Kandinsky and Mon-
drian. This was a clear consequence of his conceptual approach to art,
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compared to the experimental orientation of both Kandinsky and Male-
vich. Thus John Golding observed that in the years immediately following
his creation of Suprematism, both Malevich’s painting and his thought
evolved “at the same dizzying and heady rate,” as he drew on a range of
intellectual sources that were “astonishingly and bafflingly disparate.””®

Just as Malevich devised and developed his form of abstract art more
rapidly than Kandinsky and Mondrian, so too his subsequent experi-
ence differed from theirs. Malevich made few paintings during the late
1910s and early 1920s, and when he returned to painting, his work was
figurative. John Golding examined Malevich’s situation:

Malevich is the true father of what we have come to call “minimal” and
“conceptual” art. But he is also the prototype for countless subsequent abstract
artists who having reached their goal — or at least a distillation of the ideas and
sensations they were seeking to evoke — only find themselves in the tragic posi-
tion of wondering how to go further, how to avoid the endless repetition of the
climax of their achievement, a repetition that might ultimately only drain their
art of much of its original impact or meaning. Mondrian knew how to renew
himself by constantly kicking the visual ladder from under himself. Kandinsky’s
endlessly inquiring mind produced for him, throughout his career, a succession of
alternative possibilities. Malevich had succumbed to the principle of destruction
inherent in a Hegelian system of dialectics.””

Golding’s description of the three artists’ differing trajectories can be
explained simply: it is possible for conceptual innovators fully to express
their ideas and thus reach their goals, but experimental innovators gener-
ally do not believe in definitive conclusions. The vague aesthetic goals of
Kandinsky and Mondrian never allowed them to feel satisfied that they
had reached a conclusion, but Malevich’s demonstrations of his ideas
appear to have left him with no further problems to solve, and therefore
no need to continue making art.

Constantin Brancusi

Since the Gothic, European sculpture had become overgrown with moss,
weeds — all sorts of surface excrescences which completely concealed shape.
It has been Brancusi’s special mission to get rid of this overgrowth, and to
make us more shape-conscious. To do this he has had to concentrate on
very simple direct shapes.

Henry Moore”®

Constantin Brancusi arrived in Paris from his native Romania in 1904,
and remained there for the rest of his life. Early in his career he worked
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briefly as an assistant to Auguste Rodin, but he soon left, explaining that
“Nothing can grow in the shadow of the great trees.””® Brancusi became
a great sculptor by reacting against Rodin’s style, but late in his career
he wrote that “Without the discoveries of Rodin, my work would have
been impossible.” Rudolf Wittkower explained that Brancusi’s art owed
a great debt to the fragmentary partial figures pioneered by Rodin: “The
discovery that the part can stand for the whole was Rodin’s, and Brancusi
along with scores of other sculptors accepted the premise.”*°

Brancusi’s distinctive contribution was to bring abstraction to sculp-
ture. He did this visually, for his forms always originated in nature.
Unlike Rodin and most of his contemporaries, Brancusi did not have
plaster models translated to marble by technicians, but instead worked
directly in the stone. Furthermore, he did this without planning: “I don’t
work from sketches, I take the chisel and hammer and go right ahead.”?"

Brancusi’s experimental approach meant that for him the completion
of an individual sculpture was not a resolution or conclusion, but only
one step in the development of a theme. This process was typically gradual
and protracted: he made a series of versions of The Kiss over an elapsed
span of more than 35 years, and he made more than two dozen related
Birds over the course of 30 years.®* His forms generally became progres-
sively simpler and more abstract over time, for his goal was to portray
“not the external form but the essence of things.”®3 He stressed that his
sculptures were not intellectual puzzles: “Don’t look for obscure formulas
or for mystery.”®+ Brancusi considered simplicity not a goal but an inci-
dental product of the search for reality, and David Sylvester observed that
it characterized his work: “Brancusi’s sculpture, at its most simple and
refined, can be as pure as anything in Western art since Cycladic sculp-
ture.”®5 The process by which he made his sculptures became a physical
metaphor for his visual quest for the underlying essences of objects. Thus
John Golding contrasted Brancusi’s method with that of Rodin: “Rodin
had been essentially a modeller, with all that implies for the process of
building things up additively, slapping and pressing clay into clay, twist-
ing, bending, manipulating, gouging. Brancusi turned himself into the
archetypal carver, slowly working inward, reducing and compressing,
removing layer after layer until he had released his material’s hidden
inner life; even his obsessive polishing of his bronzes can be seen as an
extension of the carving process.”%°

The trajectory of Brancusi’s career was typical of an extreme experi-
mental artist. David Lewis observed that Brancusi’s work changed slowly
and subtly over time: “It does not fall into clear phases like the work
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of most other artists, and as a result it is always difficult with Brancusi
to say which sculptures belong to which year. Often a series of sculp-
tures will span almost a lifetime and those at the end of the development
will be distinguishable from those at the beginning in terms of only the
slightest adjustments.”®” Sidney Geist noted a consequence of this grad-
ual evolution: “just as there are no unsuccessful Brancusis or grave lapses
in quality, so are there no towering peaks whose achievement sets them
apart from the rest.”*® David Sylvester recognized Brancusi as an archety-
pal experimental artist: “He was an extreme instance of the seeker, with
his indefatigable exploration of a few themes, eschewing duplication to
create variations involving the subtlest of differences.”®’ Brancusi himself
described his technique in terms that left little doubt that it was equally
a philosophy: “all these works are conceived directly in the material and
made by me from beginning to end, and...the work is hard and long
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and goes on forever.

Jackson Pollock, Willem de Kooning, and Mark Rothko

Every so often, a painter has to destroy painting. Cézanne did it. Picasso
did it with cubism. Then Pollock did it. He busted our idea of a picture all
to hell. Then there could be new paintings again.

Willem de Kooning?*

The phrase “abstract expressionist” is now seen to mean “paintings of the
school of de Kooning” who stands out from them as Giotto stood out from
his contemporary realists.

Fairfield Porter, 1959%*

Rothko’s mixtures resulted in a series of glowing color structures that have
no exact parallel in modern art.

Robert Motherwell®?

Pollock, de Kooning, and Rothko were the most prominent members of
the Abstract Expressionists, a group of New York painters who came to be
recognized as the most important advanced artists to emerge after World
War II, and who in the process shifted the center of the art world from
Europe to the United States. The critic Clement Greenberg, who was the
first important advocate for the Abstract Expressionists, shocked many
people by declaring early in 1948 that “the immediate future of Western
art...depends on what is done in this country,” and that “American
abstract painting. .. has in the last several years shown here and there
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a capacity for fresh content that does not seem to be matched...in
France.””* Although French observers denied the claims of Greenberg
and other American critics for decades, even French critics and histori-
ans have now generally conceded that the leading French counterparts
of the Abstract Expressionists, such as Pierre Soulages, Jean Fautrier,
and Nicholas de Staél, were not the most important innovators of their
time.”’

The Abstract Expressionists were unified not by a style but by an
interest in drawing on the subconscious to produce images, and doing so
by working directly on the canvas by trial and error, without plans or
preconceptions. Pollock’s signature drip method of applying paint, with
its inevitable splashing and puddling that could not be completely con-
trolled by the artist, became the most famous emblem of this search for
the unknown image, reinforced by his often-quoted statement, “When I
am in my painting, ’'m not aware of what I'm doing.”?° De Kooning also
worked without a specific goal: “I find sometimes a terrific picture. . . but
I couldn’t set out to do that, you know. I set out even keeping that in mind
that this thing will be a flop in all probability and, you know, sometimes it
turns out very good.”?” Rothko stressed the absence of preconceived out-
comes more dramatically: “Pictures must be miraculous. .. The picture
must be for [the artist] . . . a revelation, an unexpected and unprecedented
resolution.”?®

Pollock made his most innovative paintings during 1947-50, when
he used brushes, sticks, and syringes to drip and spatter paint onto
unstretched canvases spread on the floor of the Long Island barn that
he used as a studio. In addition to the novel method of applying paint,
these works were innovative in a number of ways. They were larger than
most earlier abstract paintings; Pollock believed that “the easel picture
[is] a dying form, and the tendency of modern feeling is towards the wall
picture or mural.”?® They had no specific focal point, but were instead
all-over compositions, with equal emphasis over the whole picture sur-
face; Pollock declared that “My paintings do not have a center.”"°° They
used line in a new way, not to mark the edges of planes, or to define
shapes or figures, but as an autonomous element in the composition.
Thus the sculptor Richard Serra later explained that “Pollock has rid
himself of figuration, meaning lines that enclose or contain or describe
shapes.” ™" These paintings were basically different from earlier works
of art. Pollock embraced this fact, as he told an interviewer in 1950 that
“My opinion is that new needs need new techniques.”"°* Serra reflected
that “Pollock made something never seen before that we now know of
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as a Pollock painting, an interlacing, tumbleweed creation that exists in
a space unlike any other.

De Kooning gradually developed a distinctive abstract style during the
late 1940s, but his most celebrated series of works was made up of the
large figurative Women that he executed during 19 50—53.7°4 His return to
representation at a time when nearly all of his colleagues were committed
to abstraction raised considerable controversy, but de Kooning ignored
the criticism, and reflected that either option was arbitrary: “It’s really
absurd to make an image, like a human image, with paint today, when you
think about it. .. But then all of a sudden it was even more absurd not to
do it.”™°5 Unlike Pollock and many of the other Abstract Expressionists,
who wanted to separate themselves from European approaches to create a
distinctively American art, de Kooning had been formally trained in art in
his native Holland, and felt no need to revolt against European traditions.
For him, the female figure remained an important subject: “Flesh was the

reason why oil painting was invented . . . [F]or the Renaissance artist, flesh
f. P 106
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was the stuff people were made o

Rothko first arrived at his trademark image of stacked rectangles in
1949, and during the next two decades he made it the basis for hun-
dreds of paintings, constantly experimenting by changing the size of the
canvas, the sizes of the rectangles, and the colors of the forms. Rothko
defended his repetition, declaring that “If a thing is worth doing once, it
is worth doing over and over again — exploring it, probing it, demand-
ing by this repetition that the public look at it.”*°7 By diluting his paint
and applying it in thin washes, layer over layer, he achieved luminous
color effects, and viewers of his paintings often have the impression of
looking into deep films of color suspended in space.'°® Although Rothko
became known as a colorist, he consistently maintained that color was
merely an instrument toward his true goal of evoking moods, and dealing
with tragic themes.*®® Thus in 1943, in a joint statement Rothko and his
fellow Abstract Expressionist Adolph Gottlieb declared that “We assert
that the subject is crucial and only that subject-matter is valid which is
tragic and timeless.”"™® In the 1950s, Rothko continued to insist on the
spiritual content of his abstract paintings, as he told the critic Selden Rod-
man: “I’m interested only in expressing basic human emotions — tragedy,
ecstasy, doom, and so on. . . The people who weep before my pictures are
having the same religious experience I had when I painted them. And if
you, as you say, are moved only by their color relationships, then you miss
the point!” """ Although art scholars have puzzled over Rothko’s claims
of treating specific ideas and themes, his unusual color effects appear to
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transcend merely decorative interpretations, and a typical conclusion is
that of Alan Bowness: “Rothko’s paintings are about the working of color
in space, but they are, at a fundamental level, icons for contemplation
and meditation.”""*

The Abstract Expressionists invented an aggressively experimental art,
in which the finished painting often visibly recorded the process of its
own creation. Both artists and critics could celebrate these new forms of
abstract art as an “assertion of freedom” by the artist, whose devices —
“the mark, the stroke, the brush, the drip” — were “all signs of the artist’s
active presence.” ™3 In part, the influence of the Abstract Expressionists
was on younger experimental artists who felt liberated by this demon-
stration of how art could be made. For example Richard Serra observed
that in the drip paintings “Pollock allowed the form to emerge out of the
materials and out of the process. For me, as a student, this idea of allowing
the form to emerge out of the process was incredibly important.” "™+ Simi-
larly, the painter Susan Rothenberg acknowledged that “de Kooning was
always important to me because of his whole struggle to produce a paint-
ing, then becoming unsettled by it, doing something else to it, until finally
it was OK by him.”""5 Yet the Abstract Expressionists’ influence was
more general than this: they had a profound effect even on many later
conceptual artists who had little interest in their ideas or methods, for they
succeeded once and for all in ridding the American art world of its sense
of inferiority. For generations, American painting had been a provincial
and largely derivative art, and a sojourn in Paris had been a standard part
of the education of an aspiring American painter. The Abstract Expres-
sionists decisively broke with this pattern, and attitude. In 1944, Pollock
told an interviewer that he felt no need to go to Europe, because “I don’t
see why the problems of modern painting can’t be solved as well here as
elsewhere.”""® Because of what he and his contemporaries accomplished
over the course of the next two decades, for the remainder of the twentieth
century no American artist would have to worry about that issue.

Jasper Johns and Robert Rauschenberg

The painting of a target by Jasper Johns was an atomic bomb in my training.
I knew that I had seen something truly profound.

Ed Ruscha''7

Rauschenberg invented more than any artist since Picasso.
118

Jasper Johns
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Johns and Rauschenberg became partners in designing department store
window displays in New York in 1954, and lived together during most
of the next seven years. This became the key formative period for the art
of both, in which they made the innovations that would inspire much of
the advanced art of the 1960s and beyond.

Arriving in the art world at a time when Abstract Expressionism
was the dominant paradigm, Johns and Rauschenberg reacted against
what they considered the exaggerated emotional and philosophical claims
of the older painters for their art. Rauschenberg later recalled that “The
kind of talk you heard then in the art world was so hard to take. It was all
about suffering and self-expression and the State of Things. I just wasn’t
interested in that, and I certainly didn’t have any interest in trying to
improve the world through painting.”"" Similarly, Johns explained that
“I’'m neither a teacher nor an author of manifestos. I don’t think along the
same lines as the Abstract Expressionists, who took those sorts of things
all too seriously.”"*° Instead of self-expression, the two young artists
wanted to find new ways to use art to reflect everyday life. Rauschenberg
famously declared that “Painting relates to both art and life. Neither can
be made. (I try to act in that gap between the two.)”"*" Johns echoed
the same idea: “I'm interested in things which suggest the world rather
than suggest the personality. ’'m interested in things which suggest things
which are, rather than in judgments.”***

The brash and iconoclastic Rauschenberg made a number of sym-
bolic attacks on Abstract Expressionism. In 1953, he literally erased an
Abstract Expressionist work. After obtaining a drawing from Willem de
Kooning for the purpose, Rauschenberg carefully rubbed out the image,
then framed the smudged sheet and hand-lettered a label, “Erased de
Kooning Drawing, Robert Rauschenberg.”**3 In 1957, Rauschenberg
mocked the supposed spontaneity and uniqueness of the Abstract Expres-
sionists’ work by making two collage paintings, Factum I and Factum II,
that appeared identical, even to the drips and splashes around several large
brush strokes. Most damaging, however, was Rauschenberg’s innovation
of a new form of art. In 19 54 he began to attach real things to his canvases,
in order to make his paintings independent objects rather than illusionis-
tic representations of them: “I don’t want a picture to look like something
it isn’t. I want it to look like something it is. And I think a picture is more
like the real world when it’s made out of the real world.”**+ Rauschen-
berg named these three-dimensional works “combines,” and they became
so influential for successive generations of younger artists, many of whom
were eager to break away from the traditional two-dimensional picture
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plane and the sanctity of traditional art materials, that the critic Arthur
Danto observed in 1997 that “the artistic mainstream today is very largely
Rauschenbergian.”**s

In January 1958 the dealer Leo Castelli presented an exhibition of
paintings Jasper Johns had produced during the previous three years. The
show electrified the art world: one of the paintings, Target with Four
Faces, was reproduced on the cover of a leading art magazine, and Alfred
Barr, the director of collections of the Museum of Modern Art, bought
Target with Four Faces and two other paintings for the museum, and
persuaded the architect Philip Johnson to buy a fourth painting, Flag, as
a future gift to the museum. The show included the early paintings that
have become Johns’s most celebrated works. Although they were painted
with visible brushstrokes that were derived from Abstract Expressionism,
the motifs were presented directly, and neutrally, without any illusion of
depth: as Arthur Danto observed, each painting was “at once a repre-
sentation and the object of representation,” a flag that was simply a flag,
or a target that was simply a target.">® Johns later explained that he
chose these subjects because “They seemed to me preformed, conven-
tional, depersonalized, factual, exterior elements.”"*”
that these paintings invalidated the aesthetic of Abstract Expressionism,
not only by returning to figuration, but by doing it in such a literal
way: “Flag reconnected art with reality. It showed how it is possible for
something to be at once an artwork and a real thing.”"*® Nor was it
lost on younger painters that Johns’ preformed and exterior images, like
the real objects in Rauschenberg’s combines, had a very different origin
than the spontaneous images of the Abstract Expressionism. Thus Ed
Ruscha recognized that “the work of Johns and Rauschenberg marked
a departure in the sense that their work was premeditated, and Abstract
Expressionism was not.” He recalled that this had had a liberating effect
on him, at a time when his art school teachers had insisted on “things
that were gestural rather than cerebral.” With the example of Johns, “I
began to move towards things that had more of a premeditation.” This
allowed Ruscha to produce the paintings that made him one of the leading
American painters of the 1960s: “All of my art has been premeditated;
having a notion of the end and not the means to the end.”"*?

Johns’s targets and flags had a remarkably large and varied impact
on younger artists. As a senior in college, Frank Stella saw Johns’s 1958
exhibition, and was struck by “the idea of stripes...the idea of rep-
etition.”>° This soon led to Stella’s Black paintings, in which parallel
stripes of black paint filled large canvases. These were exhibited in 1960,

Danto remarked
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at Castelli’s gallery, and subsequently became Stella’s most important
works. Their simplicity and symmetry in turn prompted Carl Andre and
Donald Judd to make the simple, symmetrical sculptures that initiated
Minimalism, one of the major art movements of the 1960s.”3" Johns’s
paintings of targets and flags thus led to the abstraction of Minimal-
ism, but they also led to the figuration of Pop art, for their direct images
helped inspire Andy Warhol and Roy Lichtensein to paint straightforward
images of photographs and comic strips.”>* Looking back at Johns’s early
work four decades later, Danto reflected that “it signaled the end of an
era,” by undermining Abstract Expressionism, while at the same time it
“opened up the present in which we all exist artistically.” 33
Rauschenberg’s use of found objects, and Johns’s deadpan portrayal of
two-dimensional motifs, powerfully revived Duchamp’s earlier efforts to
eliminate the traditional barriers between art and everyday life. And like
Duchamp, their highly conceptual approaches to art raised the possibility
of irony that had been altogether absent from the spiritual quests of the
Abstract Expressionists. The work of Johns and Rauschenberg opened the
door to a series of movements that have made art that has differed rad-
ically in form and appearance, but have consistently been characterized
by the use of common images and objects and by the real or ostensible
rejection of the vision of the artist as a privileged maker of hallowed
objects. Thus for example the critic John Coplans declared that “It is
impossible. . . to discuss the origins and development of Pop Art — and
especially the use of banal imagery so central to the style — without first
remarking the influence of Jasper Johns and Robert Rauschenberg.” 34

Andy Warhol and Claes Oldenburg

Andy Warhol’s influence on the art world cannot be overstated.
William Burroughs'3’

I think Oldenburg’s work is profound. .. There are few artists as good as
Oldenburg.

Donald Judd'3®

Warhol and Oldenburg were two of the leading Pop artists, a move-
ment that sprang into prominence in 1962. The subject matter of Pop art
varied among artists, as did their specific methods, but a shared charac-
teristic was the mechanical, impersonal appearance of their works. Their
images were predetermined, for they were usually replications of existing
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advertisements, comic strips, news photographs, or other commercial
images. Pop artists aggressively attacked the distinction between advan-
ced art and commercial art, and they did this by making original works
that pretended to be copies of the commercial originals.

Warhol’s most important works were those that introduced Pop art to
the American public, and the New York art world, in 1962. Early in the
year he began to make paintings with stencils, and in June his first solo
show, in Los Angeles, exhibited 32 paintings of Campbell’s soup cans he
had made using this process. In July, Warhol began to make paintings
using silkscreen printing, which allowed him to replicate photographic
images taken from magazines or newspapers, and to work much more
quickly.™37 Marilyn Monroe’s suicide in August prompted Warhol imme-
diately to make a series of portraits from a publicity photograph of the
actress, and these were displayed, along with paintings of Campbell’s
soup cans and of Coca-Cola bottles, at Warhol’s first solo New York
show in November."3?

John Coplans noted that Warhol’s paintings of 1962 introduced two
important formal innovations: “First, the actual as against the simulated
use of an anonymous and mechanical technique, and second, the use of
serial forms.” 39 Both were highly conceptual devices, as was his practice
of painting from photographs. In 1964, the aging doyen of twentieth-
century conceptual art, Marcel Duchamp, endorsed Warhol’s use of seri-
ality: “If you take a Campbell soup can and repeat it fifty times, you are
not interested in the retinal image. What interests you is the concept that
wants to put fifty Campbell soup cans on a canvas.”’4° Warhol himself
left no doubt that his interest was not in creating spontaneous or unique
images, as he famously explained in a 1963 interview that “The reason
I’'m painting this way is that [ want to be a machine.”"#" Indeed, he freely
admitted that he did not enjoy the process of painting — “Paintings are too
hard” — and that he would be pleased not to be involved at all: “I think
somebody should be able to do all my paintings for me.”*#* Not surpris-
ingly, he professed surprise that artists were held in particular esteem:
“Why do people think artists are special? It’s just another job.”*+3

Warhol’s innovations had an immediate impact on younger artists.
The painter Chuck Close recalled seeing an exhibition of Warhol’s work
in 1964, the year Close graduated from art school: “I felt wonderful,
momentary outrage, yet I was totally won over by seeing something like
that in an art gallery and seeing the limits and definitions of what art
could be, having to be elastic enough to incorporate it.” Close, who
subsequently developed his own distinctive method of painting from
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photographs, reflected that “We don’t think of Warhol as a figurative
painter essentially but that’s a role that he offered, and the fact that he was
working from photographs was important.” 44 Mechanical reproduction,
photography, and seriality have all played a central role in painting since
the early 1960s, and Warhol’s influence has been present in virtually all
cases in which they appear.

Oldenburg’s early career was marked by work in a variety of forms,
including painting and wire constructions covered with cardboard and
papier-maché. Under the influence of Allan Kaprow’s early happenings,
Oldenburg began to stage his own happenings in New York in the early
1960s. He made plaster reliefs based on common objects to serve as
props: “I take the materials from the surroundings in the Lower East
Side and transform them and give them back.”"#5 Oldenburg’s interest
in transforming common objects into art led him to make his first soft
sculptures in 1962, oversized replicas of cakes, hamburgers, and ice cream
cones that he made from canvas and stuffed with foam rubber.

In a manifesto written in 1961, Oldenburg declared that “I am for
an art. .. that does something other than sit on its ass in a museum.” He
also declared his support for an art “that embroils itself with the everyday
crap,” “that is comic, if necessary,’
lines of life itself.” His art would be made from the common objects and
experiences of everyday life, including “things lost or thrown away.” He
opposed the glorification of the artist: “I am for an artist who vanishes,
turning up in a white cap painting signs or hallways.”'4¢

Oldenburg’s art extended sculpture, with novel images and materials.
He furthermore did this with a gentle sense of irony and humor, mak-
ing small things large and often monumental, and hard things soft. He
acknowledged his ironic motivation in a 1965 interview, in explaining
why he had made the soft sculptures: “I think it’s an intention to prove
that sculpture is not limited. .. Take a very general notion of sculpture,
and if a thing is one thing why shouldn’t it be its opposite?”*47 In recogni-
tion of the wide range of Oldenburg’s activities, the critic Harold Rosen-
berg called him “the most inventive American artist of the post-Abstract
Expressionist generation.” Rosenberg found the unity of Oldenburg’s art
in his approach to all his creations: “Oldenburg has the offside mind and
deadpan of the comedian-visionary.” 4% Oldenburg himself pointed to a
different source for this unity: “Everything I do is completely original — I
made it up when I was a little kid.”™4?

The conceptual content of Oldenburg’s sculpture stemmed not only
from the irony of enlarging and softening the objects he selected, but also

2

and “that takes its form from the
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from the selection of those objects, and the particular images of them he
portrayed. Oldenburg explained that he not only worked with common,
everyday, man-made objects, but that he worked with typical examples
of their forms: “I suppose when you invent something like an ice cream
cone or a machine, it goes through several states until it begins to look
the way people want it to look. .. And after this has settled for a while
you get a traditional form, and I would really prefer to work with a
traditional typical form.” Doing this meant that Oldenburg often had to
create an ideal mental image of the object: “I work a great deal from
the picture of the object that I assume people are carrying around in
their minds.”"5° The sculptor Donald Judd emphasized the information
contained in Oldenburg’s works: “The preferences of a person or millions
are unavoidably incorporated in the things made.” 5"

Young Geniuses and Old Masters

At the age of ten, twenty, a hundred, very young, a little older, and very
old, an artist is always an artist.

Isn’t he better at some times, some moments, than at others? Never
impeccable, since he is a living, human being?

Paul Gauguin, 1903'5*

The data set constructed for this chapter can be used to examine the
creative life cycles of the artists considered by this study. Table 2.3 shows
that the nine artists categorized as conceptual innovators all had their
best five-year periods during their twenties and thirties, whereas five of
the six experimental artists had their best five-year periods during their
forties and fifties. Even more narrowly, Table 2.4 presents the ages of
the fifteen artists in the single year from which their work received the
most illustrations. The ages of the nine conceptual artists in their single
best years range from 25 for Johns to 37 for Malevich, all below the
comparable ages for the six experimental artists, which range from 38
for Pollock to 71 for Mondrian. The median age of 33 for the conceptual
artists in their best individual years is fully sixteen years below the median
age of 49 for the experimental artists.

Table 2.5 presents the percentage distributions of all of each artist’s
illustrations over their whole careers. The differences between the con-
ceptual and experimental artists are again clear. For eight of the nine
conceptual artists — all except Matisse — more than half of their total



The Greatest Artists of the Twentieth Century 57

TABLE 2.4. Best Single Year in Each Artist’s
Career, by Total Illustrations

Artist Year Age

Conceptual
Johns 1955 25
Picasso 1907 26
Braque 1911 29
Duchamp 1917 30
Oldenburg 1962 33
Rauschenberg 1959 34
Warhol 1962 34
Matisse 1905 36
Malevich 1915 37

Experimental
Pollock 1950 38
De Kooning 1950 46
Kandinsky 19713 47
Brancusi 1925, 1928% 49, 52
Rothko 1957 54
Mondrian 1943 7T

* Two years tied for most illustrations.

TABLE 2.5. Percentage Distributions of Illustrations over Artists’ Careers

Age 20-9 30-9 40-9 §50-9 60-9 70-9 80-9 9o0—9 Total

Conceptual
Braque 58 28 6 3 5 o o - 100
Duchamp 39 48 2 4 2 5 o - 100
Johns 60 27 7 5 1 o - - 100
Malevich T 68 21 10 - - - - 100
Matisse 1 44 26 7 6 4 12 - 100
Oldenburg o 67 26 5 2 o - - 100
Picasso 35 25 17 14 4 2 2 1 100
Rauschenberg 10 84 3 o 3 o o - 100
Warhol o 88 5 7 - - - - 100

Experimental
Brancusi o 3T 32 23 14 o o - 100
Kandinsky o 1 70 20 4 5 - - 100
De Kooning o 2 73 13 6 6 o o 100
Mondrian o 11 47 20 5 17 - - 100
Pollock 8 76 16 - - - - - 100
Rothko o 6 17 62 15 - - - 100
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TABLE 2.6. Single Most Important Work by Each Artist, by Total lllustrations

Artist, Title Year Age Location

Conceptual
Braque, Houses at L’Estaque* 1908 26 Berne
Braque, The Portuguese* 91T 29 Basel
Duchamp, Fountain 1917 30 unknown
Johns, Three Flags 1958 28 New York
Malevich, Suprematist Composition: 1918 40 New York

White on White

Matisse, Joy of Life 1906 37 Merion
Oldenburg, The Store 1961 32 multiple
Picasso, Les Demoiselles d’Avignon 1907 26 New York
Rauschenberg, Monogram 1959 34 Stockholm
Warhol, Marilyn Monroe Diptych 1962 34 London

Experimental
Brancusi, Bird in Space 1928 52 New York
Kandinsky, Der Blaue Reiter 1912 46 multiple
De Kooning, Excavation 1950 46 Chicago
Mondrian, Broadway Boogie-Woogie 1943 71 New York
Pollock, Autumn Rbhythm 1950 38 New York
Rothko, Red, White and Brown 1957 54 Basel

* Two paintings tied for most illustrations.

illustrations represent work they did before the age of 40; for five of the
nine, more than 8o percent of their illustrations are of work done before
that age. In contrast, for five of the six experimental artists — all except
Pollock — less than one-third of their total illustrations are of work they
did before 40, and for four of them this share is less than 20 percent.

More narrowly still, Table 2.6 lists the single work by each artist that
was most frequently illustrated. The ages of the conceptual artists when
they made these works range from 26 for both Braque and Picasso to
40 for Malevich, while the ages of the experimentalists range from 38 to
Pollock for 71 for Mondrian. The median age of the conceptual artists,
of 31, is fully eighteen years lower than the median age of 49 of the
experimentalists. Whereas eight of the ten conceptual works in the table
were executed by their makers before the age of 35, and none were made
after 45, all of the experimental works were made after the age of 33,
and five of the six were made after 45.

Conceptual innovators tend to make their greatest contributions early
in their careers, when they are least constrained by fixed habits of thought,
and not yet accustomed to following the existing conventions of their
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disciplines. In contrast, experimental innovators generally improve with
age, with the deepening of their understanding of their craft and their
increasing knowledge of the subjects they are trying to represent. The
greatest artists of the twentieth century clearly follow these contrasting
life cycles. The conceptual painters Braque, Johns, and Picasso made
their greatest contributions in their twenties, while their conceptual peers
Duchamp, Malevich, Matisse, Oldenburg, Rauschenberg, and Warhol
made their major contributions in their thirties. Of the experimentalists,
Pollock made his greatest contribution in his late thirties, while Brancusi,
Kandinsky, de Kooning, and Mondrian made theirs in their forties, and
Rothko did his greatest work in his fifties. The art of the twentieth century
was thus created by both young geniuses and old masters.

Conclusion

The modern artist is committed to the idea of endless invention and growth.

Meyer Schapiro, 1950'53

The twentieth century was a time of fundamental change in advanced art,
as artists embraced radically new methods and materials. This chapter
used scholarly narratives of modern art to identify the most important
innovators of the past century. Picasso dominates these narratives, but
other artists also made key contributions in Europe early in the century,
and in New York later, as the center of advanced art changed continents.

The greatest artistic innovators of the century made their discoveries
in very different ways. Some, including Picasso, Matisse, and Duchamp,
made sudden breakthroughs based on the formulation of new ideas. Oth-
ers, including Mondrian, Kandinsky, and Pollock, made more gradual
progress dictated by visual criteria. As in earlier centuries, the tension
between conceptual and experimental innovation played a major role in
the transformation of fine art.

The process of change continued to dominate fine art in the final
decades of the twentieth century, and in fact accelerated over time. The
enormous demand for innovation was a key element in making concep-
tual approaches to art the dominant feature of the art world in the late
twentieth century. The extremely rapid pace of change created by a suc-
cession of conceptual movements in fact may account for the absence
from this study of any artist who came to prominence after the early
1960s. As will be seen later in this study, there is no doubt that Robert
Smithson, Bruce Nauman, Cindy Sherman, Jeff Koons, Damien Hirst,
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and other artists who worked in the late twentieth century have made
important contributions that have changed the practices of their peers.
Yet the rapidity of change in this era has limited the extent of their influ-
ence relative to that of their predecessors. A central reason for this is
the nature of the conceptual changes that have occurred in art over the
course of the twentieth century, for many of them have served to create
new genres that have become independent specialties for many artists.
The resulting fragmentation of art in the new era of pluralism restricts
the proportion of the art world’s territory that any single innovation can
reach. Until some future innovator reverses this process by creating an
art form that restores greater unity to the visual arts, the great painters
of the early and mid-twentieth century may be the last in a line of giants
each of whom, since the Renaissance, has for a time dominated the entire
world of advanced art.
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The Most Important Works of Art
of the Twentieth Century

Introduction

Quality in art is not just a matter of private experience. There is a consensus
of taste.

Clement Greenberg'

Important works of art embody important innovations. The most impor-
tant works of art are those that announce very important innovations.

There is considerable interest in identifying the most important artists,
and their most important works, not only among those who study art
professionally, but also among a wider public. The distinguished art his-
torian Meyer Schapiro recognized that this is due in large part to the mar-
ket value of works of art: “The great interest in painting and sculpture
(versus poetry) arises precisely from its unique character as art that pro-
duces expensive, rare, and speculative commodities.”* Schapiro’s insight
suggests one means of identifying the most important artists, through
analysis of prices at public sales.? This strategy is less useful in identifying
the most important individual works of art, however, for these rarely, if
ever, come to market.

An alternative is to survey the judgments of art experts. One way to
do this is by analyzing textbooks. The illustrations an author chooses
implicitly tell us which works of art he considers most valuable in pro-
viding a narrative of the successive innovations that make up the history
of art. Surveying a large number of textbooks effectively allows us to
poll art historians as to which works are generally considered the most
essential to this narrative. This study will identify and rank the individual
works that authors of recent textbooks consider the most important ones

62
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TABLE 3.1. Most Important Works of Art of the Twentieth Century,
in Chronological Order

Artist, Title Date Location

Pablo Picasso, Les Demoiselles d’Avignon 1907 New York
Marcel Duchamp, Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 2 1912  Philadelphia
Umberto Boccioni, Unique Forms of Continuity in Space 1913 New York

Marcel Duchamp, Fountain 1917 -

Vladimir Tatlin, Monument to the Third International 1919 -

Pablo Picasso, Guernica 1937 Madrid

Richard Hamilton, Just what is it that makes today’s 1956 Tiibingen
homes so different, so appealing?

Robert Smithson, Spiral Jetty 1970 Great Salt Lake

Source: See text.

of the twentieth century. We will then consider why each of these works
is significant, and what common elements they share. The results are sur-
prising in a number of respects; understanding why this is the case will
contribute to a richer understanding of the art of the past century.

The Ranking

In the last analysis, the artist may shout from the rooftops that he is a
genius; he will have to wait for the verdict of the spectator in order that his
declarations take a social value and that, finally, posterity includes him in
the primers of Art History.

Marcel Duchamp*

The data collection for the present study can begin from the results of a
series of earlier surveys of textbooks. Each of these earlier studies ranked
the most important artists and works of art made at specific times and
places throughout the twentieth century. In all, eight individual works of
art were found to have been illustrated in at least half of all the books
surveyed in one or more of these earlier studies.’ These eight works are
listed in chronological order in Table 3.1.

The specific textbooks used in each of the earlier studies varied because
some books did not cover the relevant times and places considered by
some of those studies. To obtain a consistent ranking of the eight works
listed in Table 3.1, this study consequently required a new survey, in
which none of the textbooks analyzed excluded any of the eight works
due to the book’s specified coverage. A total of thirty-three books were
found that were published since 1990 and covered all relevant genres
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TABLE 3.2. Ranking of Works

Artist, Title N % of Total Books
1. Picasso, Les Demoiselles d’Avignon 28 85
2. Tatlin, Monument to the Third International 25 76
3. Smithson, Spiral Jetty 23 70
4. Hamilton, Just what is it that makes today’s 22 67
homes so different, so appealing?
st. Boccioni, Unique Forms of Continuity in Space 21 64
st. Picasso, Guernica 21 64
7. Duchamp, Fountain 18 55
8. Duchamp, Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 2 16 48

Source: This and subsequent tables are based on the data set created for this study. See
the text for a description.

of art during the entire period from the earliest to the latest dates in
Table 3.1.°

Table 3.2 presents the results of this new survey. Picasso’s Les Demoi-
selles d’Avignon ranks first, illustrated in 85 percent of the textbooks
surveyed. Understanding why it is the most essential work of art of the
twentieth century, and why the other seven works in the table are also
central to narratives of art history, requires us to consider each individu-
ally. The following sections of this chapter take up each work in turn, in
the order of their production.

Les Demoiselles d’Avignon, 1907

Picasso studies an object like a surgeon dissecting a corpse.
Guillaume Apollinaire, 19137

Les Demoiselles d’Avignon is clearly the most important painting of the
twentieth century. With its execution, the greatest artist of the century
initiated the century’s most important artistic movement. Art scholars
debate whether the Demoiselles should be considered a Cubist painting,
but there is no question that it differed profoundly from all of the art that
preceded it, and that it began the development of Cubism. Nor is there
any debate over the painting’s importance, as for example George Heard
Hamilton observed that “it has been recognized as a watershed between
the old pictorial world and the new,” and John Russell described it as
“the white whale of modern art: the legendary giant with which we have
to come to terms sooner or later.”®
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The Demoiselles was intended to be a masterpiece. Stung by the success
his rival, Henri Matisse, had gained by exhibiting his large Fauve mani-
festo Le Bonheur de vivre in the spring of 1906, later that year Picasso
began to fill one sketchbook after another with preparatory drawings for
his own large masterpiece.” William Rubin concluded that in all Picasso
made between 400 and 500 studies for the Demoiselles — “a quantity of
preparatory work unique not only in Picasso’s career, but without par-
allel, for a single picture, in the entire history of art.”"™® More than 60
square feet in size, the painting was by far the largest Picasso had ever
attempted.”’

The Demoiselles announced Cubism’s rejection of linear perspective,
which had dominated Western art since the Renaissance, and anticipated
the new representation of space and construction of form that would
characterize the Cubist revolution. The painting’s radical formal innova-
tions combined with its thorough disregard for conventional standards
of beauty to jolt the advanced art world: not only did Matisse denounce
the painting as an attempt to discredit modern art, but even Georges
Braque, who would later join forces with Picasso in developing Cubism,
was initially so shocked by the painting that he compared Picasso to the
fairground fire-eaters who drank kerosene to spit flames.™*

The Demoiselles presented a radical synthesis of a variety of earlier
artistic styles that had never previously been considered to be related.
The poses of the five nude women, their simplified forms, and their com-
position in space were derived in part from Cézanne’s late paintings
of bathers. The stylized and distorted features of the figures drew on
Gauguin’s late work, and on a number of forms of art that Picasso con-
sidered “primitive,” including Greek sculpture, pre-Roman Iberian sculp-
ture, and African carvings from the Ivory Coast. Picasso’s willingness to
combine elements from such highly disparate sources produced a startling
visual result that dramatically announced a new era, in which artists were
free to break with stylistic continuity, and to adapt to their own purposes
anything that they found useful from the vast history of art.

The earliest published reference to the Demoiselles was by a young
poet and friend of Picasso’s, André Salmon. He recognized its concep-
tual nature, comparing the painting’s figures to numbers on a black-
board, and concluding that “This is the first appearance of the painting-
equation.””> As Cubism became the most influential development in the
visual arts of the twentieth century, the Demoiselles stood out more and
more clearly as the century’s greatest masterpiece. Table 3.1 confirms its
privileged position among the works of art of the past century.
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Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 2, 1912

The movement of form in time inevitably ushered us into geometry and
mathematics.

Marcel Duchamp’+

In 1912, Marcel Duchamp executed a painting that was almost imme-
diately interpreted as an attack on Cubism, which was the reigning
style of advanced art. Although the painting used the plastic forms and
monochrome colors of Cubism, Duchamp had goals that differed con-
siderably from those of Picasso and Braque, for as he later explained,
he “wanted to create a static image of movement.””S In doing this, he
drew on a number of influences, including the chronophotography of
the French scientist Etienne-Jules Marey and the photographic sequences
of Eadweard Muybridge.'® Rather than views of a stable subject from
different positions, as in Cubism, Nude Descending presents sequential
views of a moving subject from a fixed vantage point. In addition, the
painting built on Cubism’s divorce of the painted image from the appear-
ance of the object represented, by beginning to translate a human form
into mechanical elements. Duchamp also took the unconventional step of
inscribing the picture’s title in block letters below the image.

Much of the importance of Nude Descending stems from two episodes,
both of which involved group exhibitions. The first occurred in Paris
in 1912, when Duchamp submitted his new painting to the Salon des
Indépendants. It was rejected, in spite of the fact that Duchamp’s brothers,
Jacques Villon and Raymond Duchamp-Villon, were members of the jury.
The two were delegated to ask Duchamp if he would change the painting’s
title, but he refused, and immediately retrieved the work."”

Nude Descending was exhibited in Paris later in the year, but the sec-
ond important event in its history was a result of its inclusion in the
Armory Show in New York in 1913. This was the now-legendary exhi-
bition that introduced advanced European modern art to the American
public. Although there was widespread outrage at the work of Matisse
and others, the single painting that became the focus of the greatest
ridicule in the popular press was Nude Descending. One widely quoted
critical remark described it as “an explosion in a shingle factory,” and as
Calvin Tomkins later explained, “To a great many visitors, the painting
seemed to sum up everything that was arbitrary, irrational, and incom-
prehensible in the new art from Europe.”'® By the close of the show, the
young Marcel Duchamp was famous in the United States, a country he
had never visited.
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Although it was the second of these incidents that brought public atten-
tion to Duchamp, the first was perhaps more important in making Nude
Descending a key work in Duchamp’s career. Stung by the rejection of
his painting by his fellow artists, including even his brothers, Duchamp
appears to have resolved to go his own way, and to carry further the rad-
ical ideas that Nude Descending represented.” As he proceeded to make
increasingly extreme conceptual works, in retrospect Nude Descending
appeared to have been an announcement of Duchamp’s future agenda,
which would fundamentally change the course of modern art. The impor-
tance of this was such that Arthur Danto has remarked that “the Nude

»20

explosively proclaimed a new era in art.

Unique Forms of Continuity in Space, 1913

The higher art raises itself, the more distant it becomes from Nature.

Umberto Boccioni, 191 1>’

Unique Forms of Continuity in Space was also made by a young artist
who wanted to adapt Cubist forms to create a representation of motion.
In 1909, the Italian painter Umberto Boccioni and several of his friends
joined Futurism, which had been founded as a literary movement by the
poet F. T. Marinetti. One of Marinetti’s main concerns was the role of
speed in modern life, so the Futurist painters took as a goal the visual
representation of the sensation of movement.

Early in 1912, Boccioni visited Paris, where he saw the new Cubist
techniques of Picasso and Braque, which he quickly incorporated into his
paintings. Boccioni also suddenly developed an interest in sculpture. John
Golding has argued that while in Paris “Boccioni, summing up the scene
around him with an eye that was quick and competitive, saw that there
was as yet no such thing as a school of Cubist sculpture, and he sensed,
very shrewdly, how he could best and most quickly make his mark.”*
March of 1912, Boccioni wrote to a friend that “I am obsessed these days
by sculpture. I think I can perceive a complete revival of this mummified
art.”*3

Marinetti had introduced a novel conceptual practice in which polem-
ical written manifestos accompanied, or even preceded, actual works of
art. Following this model, in the spring of 1912, before he had begun
making sculptures, Boccioni published a manifesto proposing a Futur-
ist sculpture. To create the illusion of movement, he argued that the
new approach must take account of the merging of an object with its

> In
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surroundings. The problem Boccioni then confronted was how to do this
in practice.

A year later, Boccioni presented 11 sculptures in an exhibition at a Paris
gallery. Unique Forms was quickly recognized as the most important of
the group, for its three-dimensional representation of power and speed.
The surfaces of an advancing human figure are broken into parts, but
rather than the straight lines of Cubism they are made of smooth curved
planes, that appear to flow in the winds created by the figure’s forward
movement. The poet Guillaume Apollinaire, who was the most respected
critic in Paris’ advanced art world, praised Unique Forms as a “joyful
celebration of energy.”*4

Boccioni’s career as a sculptor lasted just this one year: Golding con-
cluded that after making Unique Forms, “Boccioni seems to have realized
that he had achieved the definitive masterpiece for which he longed.”*5 He
was killed in 1916, while serving in the Italian army. World War I effec-
tively ended the Futurist movement, which became influential more for
its ideas than for its successful works of art. Yet John Golding declared
that “Futurism did, however, produce one major masterpiece,” as Unique

Forms came to symbolize the achievement of the movement as a whole.>®

Fountain, 1917

The readymade can be seen as a sort of irony, because it says here it is, a
thing that I call art, I didn’t even make it myself.

Marcel Duchamp, 1959*7

In New York in 1917, Marcel Duchamp provoked one of the most far-
reaching controversies in modern art. He purchased a porcelain urinal,
painted on its rim the name R. Mutt, then submitted it under that fictitious
artist’s name, with the title Fountain, to the first exhibition of the Society
of Independent Artists, of which Duchamp was a founding member. In
spite of the fact that the society’s explicit policy was to exhibit any work
submitted to it, the directors refused to exhibit Fountain. These actions
triggered a critical debate over the meaning of art that continues today.

Fountain was not the first manufactured object Duchamp had made
into art. He initially did this in 1913, by attaching a bicycle wheel to a
stool. He then coined the term “readymade” in 1915 to refer to this and
other manufactured objects that he signed and titled. Fountain became
the most celebrated of Duchamp’s readymades, however, because of the
debate that attended its rejection by the Independents.
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In The Blind Man, a magazine published by Duchamp and a few
friends at the time of the Independents exhibition, an editorial defended
Fountain against the charge that it was not a work of art: “Whether
Mr. Mutt with his own hands made the fountain or not has no impor-
tance. He CHOSE it. He took an ordinary article of life, placed it so that
its useful significance disappeared under the new title and point of view —
created a new thought for that object.”*® This was the most extreme
assertion that had ever been made of the primacy of the concept in art,
for it proposed that the artist’s craftsmanship could be eliminated alto-
gether, and that a work of art could be made simply by the decision of the
artist, because what mattered was the idea the work represented. Foun-
tain also occasioned a debate over whether Duchamp was serious. In the
same issue of The Blind Man, an article signed by a friend of Duchamp’s
noted that “there are those who anxiously ask, ‘Is he serious or is he
joking?’ Perhaps he is both! Is it not possible?”**

After Fountain was removed from the premises of the Independents,
Duchamp took it to Alfred Stieglitz’s art gallery, where Stieglitz pho-
tographed it in front of a painting by Marsden Hartley. The original
Fountain was later lost, but it lives on in written accounts of the Mutt
case and in Stieglitz’s famous photograph. These representations of the
work are adequate, for as Octavio Paz observed of the readymades, “their
interest is not plastic but critical or philosophical.”?°

The issues raised in the Mutt case were so radical that for nearly four
decades after 1917 the readymades had little impact on modern art. Like a
time bomb, however, Duchamp’s new genre exploded into the conscious-
ness of the advanced art world in the mid-1950s, when Rauschenberg,
Johns, and other artists began to incorporate real objects into their work.
Since then Duchamp has often been considered the single greatest influ-
ence on the advanced art of the second half of the twentieth century, as
a succession of key contemporary artists have made works that continue
to explore and expand the boundaries of art. Fountain has become the
leading symbol of this legacy of Duchamp.3”

Monument to the Third International, 1919

My monument is a symbol of the epoch. Unifying in it artistic and utilitarian
forms, I created a kind of synthesis of art with life.

Vladimir Tatlin3*

Vladimir Tatlin began his career as a painter, but on a trip to Paris in
1913 he was inspired by the new sculptures of Boccioni and Picasso, and
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he returned to Moscow as a sculptor. Tatlin had always believed that
artists should rely not only on vision but on knowledge, and as a sculptor
he devised novel forms by organizing miscellaneous found objects into
three-dimensional constructions using formal geometric planning.

After the 1917 Revolution, Tatlin became a leader of the movement to
use art in the service of the new social order. In 1919 the Soviet govern-
ment commissioned him to design a monument to the Third International,
which Lenin had recently founded to promote global revolution. Tatlin’s
goal in doing this was to create a revolutionary new art form to celebrate
the new revolutionary society.

Tatlin’s Monument to the Third International was actually designed
as a building that would house the Third International. It was to be a
tower 1,300 feet high that would span the Neva river in Petrograd. The
design was worked out by the end of 1919, and a model of it, about
20 feet tall, was exhibited the next year.3 The design embodied many
layers of symbolism. The tower appeared to lean forward, befitting a
progressive new form of government. The spiral shapes that dominated
the design symbolized rising aspirations and triumph, while the use of two
intertwined spirals symbolized dialectical argument and its resolution.
Earlier, static governments were housed in static, immobile buildings,
but the new government should have an active, mobile architecture. The
lowest of the building’s three levels, where the International’s congress
would meet, was to rotate fully on its axis once a year; the second level,
which would contain the International’s executive bodies, was to rotate
once a month; and the highest level, which was reserved for newspaper
and other information services to provide propaganda to the international
proletariat, was to rotate once a day. The progressively smaller areas of
the higher floors reflected the increasing concentration of power in smaller
and more authoritative bodies.’* The monument was intended to have
an immediate effect on anyone who entered it, for it was to be “a place of
the most intense movement; least of all should one stand still or sit down
in it, you must be mechanically taken up, down, carried away against
your will.”?5 New technology would help to create new art forms that
would help to achieve new social objectives.

Tatlin claimed the design for the Monument could be carried out,
but he was not an engineer, and it is unlikely that this dynamic new
architecture could actually have been built. This was never attempted,
but in the Soviet Union the model of the Monument, and photographs
of the model after the original was lost, became popular symbols of
the idea that advanced art could serve the purposes of the new Soviet
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society. Today the tower’s image survives as the visual embodiment of
the ambitious goals of early Communism. The fact that it was never
built is perhaps appropriate in view of the stark contrast between the
hopeful symbolism of the image and the disastrous consequences of those
goals.

Guernica, 1937

In the panel on which I am working which I shall call Guernica. .. 1 clearly
express my abhorrence of the military caste which has sunk Spain in an
ocean of pain and death.

Pablo Picasso, 1937°°

On April 26, 1937, the Basque town of Guernica was destroyed by
German bombers acting for General Franco. On May 1, the day after
the first photographs of the devastated town were published, Picasso
began working on a mural that was more than 25 feet long and 11 feet
tall, by far the largest work he had ever made. He was working under
extreme time pressure, for he had been commissioned to paint a mural
for the Spanish pavilion at the Paris World’s Fair, which was scheduled
to open in early May. In the event the fair’s opening was delayed, and
the Spanish pavilion opened even later, but Picasso nonetheless created
Guernica in just 10 weeks from the first sketches to the final canvas.

There is a remarkable body of documentation concerning the planning
and execution of Guernica. More than fifty preparatory drawings for the
painting have survived, most dated with the day they were made, and
the painting was photographed at least ten times during the course of its
execution by Picasso’s companion Dora Maar, who was a professional
photographer. This evidence has provided the basis for detailed scholarly
analyses of the changing forms of the painting’s figures both before and
during the execution of the final work. Interestingly, however, the two
scholars who have done the most intensive studies of Guernica have both
stressed the unity of Picasso’s initial overall conception of the painting.
Picasso’s first six sketches for the painting were done on May 1. Herschel
Chipp remarked that these revealed that

By the end of the first day of work, Picasso had performed a most remarkable
feat: in a few hours he had formulated the basic conception of Guernica. .. The
heroic bull towering over the scene of chaos, the agonized horse writhing on
the ground, and screaming toward the sky, and the female observer surveying
the carnage — all were to remain an integral part of the final painting, five or six
intervening weeks of continual change notwithstanding.>”
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Rudolf Arnheim made a similar observation, of a central concept that
persisted from beginning to end:

While the work was going on, there were changes of emphasis and proportion,
and there were many experiments in trying to define the content by working out
its shape. A germinal idea, precise in its general tenor but unsettled in its aspects,
acquired its final character by being tested against a variety of possible visual
realizations.?®

Before the modern era, the importance of art depended in large part on
its subject matter: the greatest paintings had to treat religious themes, or
show classical heroes in triumph. This changed with the advent of modern
art, as the Impressionists and their successors painted nature, or scenes
of everyday life. Cubism then retreated into even more restricted subject
matter, with images made up almost exclusively of studio props. Guernica
was a dramatic departure, for it demonstrated that the most advanced
forms of modern art, that had previously been used only for private
expression, could be used to make a large-scale public work that dealt
forcefully with the most important issues facing modern society.?* Guer-
nica did not make an innovation in form, but rather put Cubist forms to
a novel use. Ernst Gombrich remarked that “It is not the least moving
aspect of the search for an expressive symbol to communicate his grief
and anger that in the end Picasso reverted to his earlier invention.”+° In
this Guernica became an inspiration for later modern artists who wanted
their work to make social and political statements.

Just What Is It That Makes Today’s Homes So Different,
So Appealing?, 1956

Contemporary art reacts slowly to the contemporary stylistic scene. How
many major works of art have appeared in the twentieth century in which
an automobile figures at all?

Richard Hamilton, 1962+

In London in the early 1950s, Richard Hamilton was a member of the
Independent Group made up of young artists and critics who wanted to
create an art that reflected recent developments in popular culture and
technology. In 1956 the group organized an exhibition, titled “This is
Tomorrow,” at the Whitechapel Art Gallery, and Hamilton agreed to
make a poster for the show.

Hamilton went about his task systematically. He began with a list of
fifteen categories of interest: Man, Woman, Humanity, History, Food,
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Newspapers, Cinema, TV, Telephone, Comics, Words, Tape recording,
Cars, Domestic appliances, and Space. Hamilton, his wife, and another
artist then searched through piles of magazines, many of which had been
brought back from the United States by a fellow Independent Group
member, cutting out illustrations that could represent the categories on
Hamilton’s list. Hamilton then selected one image for each category, and
combined them into a small collage, which showed a male bodybuilder
and a female pin-up in a fictitious living room furnished with a wide
range of consumer goods and advertising logos. The work’s title was
itself a caption from a discarded photograph.

Just what is it? is a complex work, made up of many separate images,
a number of which have multiple meanings. For example the ceiling is
actually a photograph of the Earth made from outer space, a lampshade
is made of the Ford insignia, and a carpet is a detail of a photograph of
hundreds of people on a beach. In a prominent position, the word “Pop”
appears in large letters on a Tootsie roll pop held by the bodybuilder.
Commercial products abound: a canned ham is displayed on a coffee
table, a framed comic book hangs on the wall, a tape recorder sits on the
floor, and a theatre marquee seen through a window advertises The Jazz
Singer.

Hamilton and his friend Eduardo Paolozzi were pioneers of British Pop
art, which preceded its American relative. In general, British Pop was sub-
tler and more complex visually than American Pop, but the broad appeal
of the leading Americans lay in large part in the brashness, simplicity, and
large size of their works.#+* In spite of the fact that Warhol, Lichtenstein,
Oldenburg, and other American Pop artists would overshadow Hamilton
and his British colleagues, Just what is it?, made years before Warhol had
begun to reproduce magazine photographs or Lichtenstein had begun to
mimic comic strips, has justifiably been described as “an icon of early
Pop,” for its prophetic presentation of the commercial images that would
transform advanced art in New York in the early 1960s.43

Spiral Jetty, 1970

I think the major issue now in art is what are the boundaries. For too long
artists have taken the canvas and stretchers as given, the limits.

Robert Smithson, 1969+

The 1970s began an era of pluralism in art that has continued to the
present, marked not only by the proliferation of styles but also by the
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creation of a number of new artistic genres. In one of these new genres,
Robert Smithson created a rare synthetic masterpiece that has become the
most frequently illustrated work in the entire history of American art.

Smithson was a leader of the Earth art movement, in which a num-
ber of young artists decided not only to place their art in the landscape,
away from galleries and other traditional settings for art, but to use the
landscape itself to make their art. Smithson was the first to use the term
“earthwork” to refer to the objects he and his colleagues created in remote
areas.*S In Smithson’s mature projects, Earth art became a complex con-
ceptual activity that consisted not only of the construction of large-scale
monuments from earth and stone, but also involved written texts, “non-
sites” (indoor earthworks), films, and extensive documentation, in the
form of photographs and maps.

Spiral Jetty is located in an isolated area of Utah’s Great Salt Lake.
After Smithson had planned its form, and staked out its boundaries,
the 1,500-foot-long jetty was created over a period of three weeks by a
five-man crew using a tractor and two dump trucks to move more than
6,500 tons of mud, salt crystals, and rocks. The construction of the jetty
was filmed by a professional photographer according to a detailed plan
Smithson had prepared. Two years later Smithson published an essay
on the jetty, that in the span of just ten pages ranges from the origins
of Smithson’s interest in salt lakes to the structure of the film Smithson
made about it, passing through references to more than a dozen academic
disciplines, and comparisons of the jetty’s shape to a dozen other objects,
both natural and artificial .+

In Spiral Jetty, Smithson managed to incorporate a remarkable num-
ber of issues that were central to the advanced art of the 1960s. The most
general unifying feature of the art of the period was its conceptual ori-
entation, and Smithson made his work the focal point of an enormously
varied body of ideas. The shapes of all his works were simple, drawing
on Minimalist sculpture, the leading movement of the mid-1960s. Yet in
Spiral Jetty Smithson made his own adaptation of Minimalism, with a
larger scale and an elegant curved shape. The remote location of the Jetty
drew on the anti-commercial, anti-gallery sentiment that was shared by
many young artists at the time. The base materials used to make the Jezty,
and the difficulty of viewing it, served further to defy the traditional meth-
ods and presentation of fine art. Smithson’s complex written text reflected
a vital tradition of conceptual art, in using language to accompany objects,
that dated back to Futurism. His consideration of how natural forces
would change the Jefty over time, not only due to erosion but also from
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the deposit of salt crystals, was a product of his long-standing fascination
with entropy. The extensive use of photography and film to present Jesty
to a broader public reflected a trend of the 1960s to use mechanical repro-
duction as part of, or in lieu of, works of art. Smithson’s sophisticated
conceptual approach to art appealed not only to other artists, but also
to art scholars: thus Kirk Varnedoe described Smithson as “the kind of
artist who, if he didn’t exist, would have to be invented by graduate
students.”4”

Smithson was killed in 1973, at the age of 35, when the small plane
from which he was photographing the staked-out plans for a new work
in Amarillo, Texas, crashed into a hillside. His premature death, in the
process of making his art, added poignancy to accounts of the brief life
of the brilliant young artist who created monumental works in remote
places. But Smithson had already succeeded in creating new forms of art
by breaking old boundaries, physical as well as intellectual, and he had
guaranteed continuing attention to these innovations by creating the most
indispensable masterpiece in American art.

Creative Careers

This century’s most practiced creators of legendary works have, of course,
been Picasso and Duchamp.

David Sylvester, 1995+

As the preceding discussions have shown, all eight of the works of art
considered in this chapter were made by conceptual innovators, whose
innovations embody new ideas that the artists formulated before execut-
ing their works. Earlier research has found that the most important con-
ceptual innovations, which make radical departures from established con-
ventions, tend to occur early in artists’ careers, before they have become
constrained by fixed habits. Table 3.3 largely supports this generalization.
Thus the median age of the artists when they executed these eight works
was 371.5 years. Seven of the eight works were made by artists aged 35 or
younger, and the most important of the eight was made by Picasso when
he was 26. One of these works was made by an older artist, as Picasso
produced Guernica at 56, but he had made his greatest innovation fully
30 years earlier.

An interesting feature of conceptual creativity is that important con-
ceptual innovations can be made by relatively unimportant artists. Thus
in a number of cases fine art has produced one-hit wonders — artists who
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TABLE 3.3. Artists’ Ages at Time of
Execution of Most Important Works

Artist, Title Age
1. Picasso, Demoiselles 26
2. Tatlin, Monument 35
3. Smithson, Spiral Jetty 32
4. Hamilton, Just what is it? 34
st. Boccioni, Unique Forms 31
st. Picasso, Guernica 56
7. Duchamp, Fountain 30
8. Duchamp, Nude Descending 25

formulated a single important idea, and embodied it in an individual
work that consequently dominates their careers.#® Table 3.4 shows that
three of the eight works considered here clearly dominate the careers of
their makers, as the Monument to the Third International, Just what is
it?, and Spiral Jetty all account for at least 60 percent of the total illustra-
tions of these three artists’ work in the thirty-three textbooks surveyed.
Yet although this phenomenon is possible, it is of course not necessary.
It is striking that four of the eight works considered here were made
by two artists who rank among the very greatest figures in modern art:
Picasso is by far the greatest artist of the past century, and Duchamp
ranks third, after only Picasso and Matisse, among the greatest artists of
the twentieth century.’° Both Picasso and Duchamp are archetypal cases
of the versatile conceptual artists who have become a prominent feature
of twentieth-century art.’"

TABLE 3.4. lllustrations of Most Important Works as Percentage of Artists’
Total Illustrations in Books Surveyed

Artist’s Total

Artist, Title N Hlustrations %
1. Picasso, Demoiselles 28 395 7
2. Tatlin, Monument 25 42 60
3. Smithson, Spiral Jetty 23 34 68
4. Hamilton, Just what is it? 22 34 65
st. Boccioni, Unique Forms 21 55 38

5t. Picasso, Guernica 21 395§ 5
7. Duchamp, Fountain 18 122 15

8. Duchamp, Nude Descending 16 122 13
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Conceptual Creativity

To paint, then, in the twentieth century requires no elaborate skill in draw-
ing, no stock of conventional knowledge, but sensibility, feeling, and a
strong impulse to creation. The painter has ceased to be a craftsman or a
learned man; he is a creator in the pure sense of the philosophers.

Meyer Schapiro, 1957°*

The eight works considered here all represent important conceptual inno-
vations in the art of the twentieth century. Some of the century’s most
important artistic movements are not represented among these landmark
works: in some cases this is because experimental artists produced large
bodies of work from which no individual landmarks emerged, while in
other cases conceptual artists embodied an innovation in several major
works that competed with each other, so that none emerged as a dom-
inant statement. Some of the works examined here do symbolize entire
movements, as Boccioni’s Unique Forms stands for Futurism, Hamilton’s
Just what is it? represents Pop art, Smithson’s Spiral Jetty stands for Earth
art, and most notably, Picasso’s Demoiselles represents Cubism.

Most of the works considered here made important formal innovations
in art, but it is not surprising that a number of them also made powerful
statements about social and political developments. In the latter works,
Picasso, Boccioni, Tatlin, Hamilton, and Smithson were all involved in
commenting on the societies they lived in, whether in praise (Boccioni
and Tatlin), protest (Picasso and Smithson), or a combination of the two
(Hamilton). To some extent, these works reflect the changing attitudes
of artists over time, from an enthusiastic embrace of modern technol-
ogy (Boccioni) and political revolution (Tatlin), to a more ironic celebra-
tion (Hamilton), and to pessimism (Smithson). Kirk Varnedoe recognized
Tatlin’s tower and Smithson’s jetty as ideological bookends for the cen-
tury: “The millennial, utopian optimism about the order of the spiral
[in Tatlin’s Monument] perhaps finds its opposite number in Smithson’s
Spiral Jetty...a monument of dystopian, millennial pessimism.”33 As
a political statement, Guernica stands alone as the most forceful artis-
tic expression of outrage of the century. Robert Hughes remarked that
Guernica was the last great history painting, in a line that included mas-
terpieces by Goya and Delacroix: “It was also the last modern painting
of major importance that took its subject from politics with the inten-
tion of changing the way large numbers of people thought and felt about
power.” Hughes further reflected that with the subsequent rise of mass
media, Guernica marked the end of a particular belief in the political role
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of fine art: “the idea that an artist, by making painting or sculpture, could
insert images into the stream of public speech and thus change political
discourse has gone, probably for good, along with the nineteenth-century
ideal of the artist as public man.” 5+

Conceptual innovation is in no way a new or recent development; it
can in fact be traced back at least as far as one of the most important
early developments in the history of Western art, the introduction of lin-
ear perspective, which made Masaccio’s Tribute Money one of the most
frequently reproduced paintings ever executed.’S What was new in the
twentieth century, however, was the extremity of conceptual innovation,
as the importance of the artist’s idea has been increased relative to the sig-
nificance of the artist’s execution of the work. Thus among the works con-
sidered here, Duchamp’s Fountain involved no work of the artist’s hand
other than a signature, Tatlin’s Monument survives only in photographs
of a model that was built by Tatlin and several assistants, and Spiral Jetty
was produced by construction workers following Smithson’s design and
direction. The first two of these today exist only in photographs, whereas
the third was invisible for nearly 30 years under the water of Great Salt
Lake, and is still seen almost exclusively in photographs, for even after a
potential viewer travels to Golden Spike National Historic Site, access to
Spiral Jetty requires a 16-mile trip on a gravel road that has many large
lava rocks embedded in it.5°

Even in cases in which an artist’s new ideas are complemented by virtu-
osity in execution, the great value placed on rapid conceptual innovation
differentiated the twentieth century from earlier periods with respect to
artistic practice. The evidence of this chapter underscores the distinctive
nature of conceptual innovation in the twentieth century, for only in
the twentieth century would a ranking of the eight most important indi-
vidual works of art include not only the traditional genres of painting
and sculpture but no less than three other genres — readymade, collage,
and earthwork — that did not even exist when the century began. In
2001, Arthur Danto observed that “We are living in a conceptual art
world.”57 The evidence of this chapter suggests that we have in fact been
living in a conceptual art world for more than a century.
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The Greatest Artistic Breakthroughs
of the Twentieth Century

Breakthroughs

[The artist] has to make an enormous effort to lift himself above his con-
temporaries. This results in what we often call the “breakthrough,” that
every artist on the path to success has to make.

Sir Alan Bowness'

The true subject of art history is the narrative and analysis of the suc-
cession of innovations that have changed the practices of artists over
the course of time. This is a source of considerable confusion not only
among the public at large, but even among many art scholars, for there
is a persistent belief that art history is the story of the lives of great
artists. However widespread, this belief is mistaken. Artists’ contribu-
tions to their discipline do not consist of their entire body of work, but
rather only that part of it that embodies inventions that are subsequently
deemed useful by other artists. The chief curator of painting and sculpture
at New York’s Museum of Modern Art, perhaps the world’s preeminent
museum of twentieth-century art, recently expressed this succinctly in
explaining the mission of his institution: “MOMA is a museum interested
in telling the story of successive innovations rather than a museum inter-
ested in the longevity of individual careers.”* Scholarly surveys follow this
same model, as for example in the statement that opens the preface to
their recent textbook, Art Since 1900, Hal Foster, Rosalind Krauss, Yve-
Alain Bois, and Benjamin Buchloh declare not that their work is arranged
around the careers of artists, but rather that “This book is organized as
a succession of important events, each keyed to an appropriate date, and
can thus be read as a chronological account of twentieth-century art.”’

79
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Although a vast body of scholarship has concentrated on the specific
discoveries made by great artists, art historians consistently treat each of
these discoveries in isolation, and there has been remarkably little sys-
tematic comparative treatment of these events. This chapter will begin
to remedy this neglect, by using the scholarly narratives of scores of art
historians as the basis for empirical analysis of the most important break-
throughs made by the greatest artists of the past century in the course of
following their paths to success. Performing this analysis can increase our
understanding of artistic creativity, at the same time that it deepens our
insight into the nature of the greatest artistic innovations of the twentieth
century.

Data

There is, it seems, a graph of creativity which can be plotted through an
artist’s career.

Sir Alan Bowness#*

The data used here were drawn from all available textbooks of art history,
published in English since 1990, that survey the art of the twentieth
century.’ From these thirty-three books, listings were made of all the
illustrations of works by nineteen artists: fifteen of these artists were
identified by an earlier study as the most important artists of the twentieth
century, while the remaining four were identified by a second study as
having executed individual works that ranked among the most important
of the twentieth century.® The full sample of these nineteen artists is
shown in Table 4.1.

The data set constructed in this way can be used to create a profile for
each artist, showing how many illustrations of his work the textbooks
contain from each year of his career. Because the illustrations were chosen
by the books’ authors to show readers the most important developments
in advanced art, the individual years, or periods of years, from which the
most illustrations of an artist’s work are reproduced can be presumed to
identify the most important portions of each artist’s career.”

These profiles furthermore reveal not only at what stage of his career
an artist made his greatest contribution, but also how suddenly and how
quickly he made them. Comparisons across artists of the numbers of
illustrations of their work from specified periods of time can furthermore
allow us to judge which artists’ breakthroughs were most important, in
the collective judgment of art historians.
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TABLE 4.1. Artists Included in This Chapter

Artist Date of Birth Date of Death Country of Birth
Boccioni, Umberto 1882 1916 Italy
Brancusi, Constantin 1876 1957 Romania
Braque, Georges 1882 1963 France
Duchamp, Marcel 1887 1968 France
Hamilton, Richard 1922 - England
Johns, Jasper 1930 - Us
Kandinsky, Wassily 1866 1944 Russia

de Kooning, Willem 1904 1997 Netherlands
Malevich, Kazimir 1878 1935 Russia
Matisse, Henri 1869 1954 France
Mondrian, Piet 1872 1944 Netherlands
Oldenburg, Claes 1929 - Sweden
Picasso, Pablo 1881 1973 Spain
Pollock, Jackson 1912 1956 us
Rauschenberg, Robert 1925 2008 us

Rothko, Mark 1903 1970 Russia
Smithson, Robert 1938 1973 Us

Tatlin, Vladimir 1885 1953 Russia
Warhol, Andy 1928 1987 us

Source: For the construction of this and subsequent tables in this chapter, see text.

Durations

Many artists do their best work in a relatively short period.
Sir Alan Bowness®

Table 4.2 ranks the best individual years of all the artists in the sample
for this study. This ranking is not restricted to each artist’s best year, so
some artists appear more than once, while other sample members do not
appear at all.

Perhaps the most striking feature of Table 4.2 is the dominant position
of Picasso. Not only does he rank in first place for his work of 1907, with
nearly a third more illustrations than the second-place entry, but in all he
has no less than four individual years that rank among the greatest fifteen
of the century. Even more remarkably, three of these years rank among
the top five overall.

It is no surprise that Picasso’s work of 1907 ranks as the greatest
one-year achievement of the twentieth century, for it was in that year
that he painted Les Demoiselles d’Avignon, which ranks as the century’s
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TABLE 4.2. Best Years in Careers of Greatest
Twentieth-Century Artists

Artist Age No. of Illustrations Year
1. Picasso 26 61 1907
2. Warhol 34 46 1962
3. Picasso 31 42 1912
4. Matisse 36 37 1905
5. Picasso 56 36 1937
6. Pollock 38 34 1950
7. Malevich 37 31 1915
8. Boccioni 31 28 1913

ot. Duchamp 30 25 1917
ot. Tatlin 34 25 1919

11t. Duchamp 25 24 1912

11t. Smithson 32 24 1970

13. Braque 29 23 1911

14t. Hamilton 34 22 1956

14t. Picasso 29 22 1910

most important individual work of art.? The privileged place of that
painting, and of Picasso’s work of that year, are a consequence of the
fact that this announced the beginning of the Cubist revolution, which
would become by far the most influential development of the century in
the visual arts. Experimental artists develop their contributions gradu-
ally, and late works in their mature signature styles are typically the most
important examples of experimental artists’ innovations, but conceptual
artists often arrive at their contributions precipitously, and therefore it is
generally the earliest works in a new style that are the most important.
Cubism was a quintessentially conceptual innovation, a symbolic lan-
guage that Picasso created in order to represent his knowledge of objects
rather than to describe their appearance. Although Picasso, later joined by
his friend Braque, would go on to develop Cubism in a number of impor-
tant respects, the movement’s greatest innovation occurred at its outset.
Picasso clearly understood this, for he spent months making an unprece-
dented number of preparatory sketches and studies, then executed the
Demoiselles on a canvas far larger than any he had previously attempted.
Thus although Picasso did not make mature Cubist paintings in 1907, his
work of that year unambiguously declared the radical new approaches to
the representation of space and the construction of form that would stand
as Cubism’s most important legacy to modern art. There is consequently
no surprise that his work of 1907 leads Table 4.2, for it was in that
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year that the century’s greatest artist announced the century’s greatest
artistic innovation. It is difficult to overstate its impact. John Golding,
a historian of the movement, opened his study of it by placing it in this
perspective:

Cubism was perhaps the most important and certainly the most complete and
radical artistic revolution since the Renaissance. New forms of society, changing
patronage, varying geographic conditions, all these things have gone to produce
over the past five hundred years a succession of different schools, different styles,
different pictorial idioms. But none of these has so altered the principles, so shaken
the foundations of Western painting as did Cubism.*®

The importance of Cubism is again underscored by the third-place
ranking of Picasso in Table 4.2 for 1912. This was a key year in the
development of Cubism, for it was during 1912 that the progressive flat-
tening by both Picasso and Braque of the faceted objects in their paintings
marked the passage from early, or analytical, Cubism to late, synthetic
Cubism. In part this progression was a consequence of a dramatic inno-
vation by Picasso, announced in his famous Still Life with Chair Caning
of 1912, in which he pasted a small piece of oil cloth to the canvas.
This small painting thus became the first collage. This marked a radical
departure from artistic tradition, for by attaching a real object to his
canvas Picasso violated the two-dimensional surface of the picture plane
that Western painters had respected for five centuries. This apparently
innocuous act was the seminal event for the unprecedented prolifera-
tion of artistic genres that would occur over the course of the twentieth
century."!

Picasso’s third entry in Table 4.2, which ranks fifth overall, is for 193 7.
Although this came more than two decades after the initial period during
which Picasso and Braque had developed Cubism, Picasso’s innovation
of 1937 was nonetheless a significant development of the application of
Cubism. During a ten-week period in the spring and early summer of
1937, Picasso painted Guernica, a mural that was nearly five times as
large as the Demoiselles d’Avignon. Picasso made the enormous painting
to express his outrage at the destruction of the Basque town of Guernica,
and the slaughter of its entire population, by German bombers acting
for General Franco. The painting was an artistic landmark because of its
subject matter, for it demonstrated that Cubism, which had previously
been restricted to private subjects, could be used to make a powerful
public statement. For this Guernica became an inspiration to advanced
artists who wanted to use their art for political and social ends.
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A striking feature of Table 4.2 is the position of Warhol, who ranks
second for his work of 1962. This was the year in which Warhol made
his most celebrated works, which became the most famous images of
the Pop movement. Early in the year he painted thirty-two portraits of
Campbell’s soup cans — one for each flavor the company made — which
were exhibited in July in Los Angeles, in Warhol’s first one-man show.
He made these paintings with stencils. In August, Warhol began to make
paintings by silkscreening, a technique he would use for the rest of his life,
and he quickly made a series of portraits of actors and singers based on
magazine photographs.”> Marilyn Monroe committed suicide in August,
and Warhol decided to paint a series of portraits of her. In November,
Warhol had his first New York show. It included both Marilyn Diptych
and Green Coca-Cola Bottles, which became his two most important
individual paintings.”?

Warhol’s position in Table 4.2 is a consequence of the enormous influ-
ence of his work on generations of conceptual artists from the 1960s
on, and of his precipitous arrival at his key innovations. Early in 1962,
Warhol was still engaged primarily in his successful career as a com-
mercial artist (when the paintings of Campbell’s soup cans were first
exhibited in Los Angeles, they were priced at $100 each, which was one-
tenth as much as Warhol was then getting for a commercial drawing).
The immediate impact of the Campbell’s soup can paintings on the art
world, which was triggered by an article in Time magazine even before his
Los Angeles show opened, within months made Warhol into the leader
of the dominant new art movement of its time.'# Critics immediately
recognized the conceptual nature of his art, as for example in an assess-
ment of Pop art the editor of Artnews observed that “Today, the sole
requirement of a work of art is intent; what the artist says, goes.”*5 And
it was the conceptual nature of the art that allowed Warhol’s sudden
transformation from a commercial artist to an advanced artist, for as his
biographer noted, “From the first Campbell’s soup can onwards Warhol
was at his purest as a conceptual artist.”'® During the single year of 1962,
Warhol arrived at his key formal innovations, the production of serial
forms and the use of a mechanical technique to make paintings of photo-
graphic images.”” And because what mattered was not the appearance
of the works but the idea that motivated them, there was no need
for Warhol or his assistant Gerard Malanga to spend years, or even
months, perfecting their use of silkscreens (indeed, Malanga later recalled
that he and Warhol often made mistakes, but Warhol never rejected
anything, saying “It’s part of the art”), and it was the very earliest
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paintings that embodied these innovations that became Warhol’s canon-
ical works."®

Matisse ranks fourth in Table 4.2, for his work of 1905. Although
Matisse made a number of contributions in the course of a long career, the
most important was his first innovation, the development of Fauvism. The
movement was a conceptual one, in which Matisse and several younger
painters, inspired by the strong colors and flattened forms of van Gogh
and Gauguin, went beyond those earlier symbolists in the expressive use
of pure, bright colors and simplified shapes. Matisse was recognized as
the leader of the Fauve movement, which began abruptly in 1905, and
ended abruptly in 1907. Fauvism became important for its influence on
a series of expressionist painters, beginning with the German Die Briicke
and Blue Rider movements. Although Matisse made Fauve paintings for
three years, the conceptual nature of the contribution meant that the most
important were those that announced the innovation, and these were the
paintings of 1905 that were exhibited at the Salon d’Automne of that
year.

Although there are six experimental artists in the sample for this study,
only one appears in Table 4.2. This imbalance is a consequence of the
absence of sudden breakthroughs by experimental artists, whose work
typically evolves gradually. Yet Jackson Pollock nonetheless ranks sixth
for his work of 1950. Pollock’s most celebrated innovation was the drip
method he developed, in which he poured and spattered paint onto the
canvas, breaking the connection between the touch of the artist’s brush
and his paintings. Pollock used the drip method in novel ways, to make
“all-over” compositions that lacked any central focal point of interest.
He achieved this by creating lines that for the first time in western art did
not indicate the edges of planes, and consequently did not bound shapes
or figures, but rather served as an autonomous visual element.” These
innovations are generally considered to have been used most effectively in
the large paintings Pollock made during the four-year period from 1947
to 1950.>° It is not the paintings from the earliest of these four years
that most often appear in textbooks, however, but those from the last
year of the period, in 1950. Because Pollock’s contribution was not an
idea, it is not its first appearance that is most important. Instead, because
the contribution was aesthetic, it is the latest and most sophisticated
embodiments of the new techniques that are most important. A common
misconception about Pollock’s drip style is that it represented a lack of
control. Pollock vehemently denied this, famously responding to a Time
magazine article that described his style as chaos with a telegram that
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declared “NO CHAOS DAMN IT.”** As William Rubin later pointed
out, Pollock’s method involved a number of choices that had to be made
jointly, and that doing this successfully required considerable skill, that
developed over time: “It may very well be that the physical mastery needed
to control a larger ‘figure’ in this technique partly explains why the more
bodily inflected patterns of the wall-size pictures came only after three
years of working with it.”**

Malevich ranks seventh in Table 4.2. He was one of the three great
pioneers of abstraction, as he, Kandinsky, and Mondrian all developed
their own distinctive forms of non-representational art during the mid-
19710s. Yet the arrival of the conceptual Malevich was more sudden than
those of the experimental Kandinsky and Mondrian, as John Golding
recognized: “It might be fair to say that Malevich’s abstraction sprang,
Athena-like, ready formed from the brow of its creator; this distinguishes
Malevich’s approach very sharply from that of Mondrian and Kandinsky,
who had sensed and inched their way into abstraction over a period of
many years. It is this that makes Malevich’s art so exhilarating.”*3 The
gradual progress of Kandinsky and Mondrian, rather than any lack
of importance of their achievements, accounts for their absence from
Table 4.2, for Mondrian’s work overall received substantially more
total illustrations in the textbooks than Malevich’s, and Kandinsky’s
only slightly fewer than that of Malevich.** In contrast, the sudden-
ness of Malevich’s arrival at abstraction accounts for his high position in
Table 4.2, for his entry is for 19135, the year he executed his first abstract
paintings, and presented them, with attendant fanfare that included pub-
lication of the Suprematist Manifesto, at a Moscow exhibition titled
“The Last Exhibition of Futurist Painting.” The abruptness of Malevich’s
departure into abstraction was not accidental, for he wrote that “in art it
is not always a case of evolution, but sometimes also of revolution.”*5 The
conceptual nature of Malevich’s work is reflected in his meticulous use of
geometric calculation not only in the preparation for these paintings, but
also in their arrangement at the exhibition, as well as in the assertion in
his written text that the abstract forms in those paintings symbolized the
triumph of modern technology over space and time.*®

Duchamp is the only artist other than Picasso who has more than one
entry in Table 4.2. Duchamp was a radical and protean conceptual inno-
vator, who made a series of largely unrelated innovations that all served
to challenge basic conventions of advanced art. Duchamp’s highly con-
ceptual approach allowed his innovations to be embodied in individual
landmark works, and his two entries in Table 4.2 represent the years in
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TABLE 4.3. Best Three-Year Periods in Careers of Greatest
Twentieth-Century Artists

Artist Ages N Years
1. Picasso 24—6 8o 1905—07
2. Picasso 31-3 74 1912-14
3t. Matisse 36-8 67 1905-07
3t. Warhol 346 67 1962-64
st. Malevich 35—7 49 T9T3-T5
st. Pollock 36-8 49 1948-50
7. Boccioni 29-31 44 I9T1-13
8t. Duchamp 25—7 43 1912-14
8t. Picasso 27-9 43 1908-10

10. Duchamp 30-2 40 1917-19
11t. Braque 27-9 38 1909-11
11t. Picasso 54—6 38 193537
13. Picasso 402 37 1921-23
14. Kandinsky 45-7 36 19TI-T3
15. Matisse 40-2 31 1909-T1

which he made his two most celebrated works, which both rank among
the most frequently reproduced works of the century: thus in 1912 he
painted Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 2, and in 1917 he signed a
porcelain urinal to create the readymade Fountain.?” Both of these works
created immediate controversy, not only among the general public but
also among advanced artists — Nude Descending for what was taken to
be its attack on Cubism, and Fountain for its implicit assertion that art
could be made merely by a decision of the artist. Although for a time
Nude Descending was considered the more important of these works,
their relative positions in Table 4.2 may reflect the fact that the influence
of Fountain has grown in recent decades, so that many in today’s art
world consider it to have been the most influential individual work for
the advanced art of the second half of the twentieth century.>®

To consider the possibility that breakthroughs can occur within short
periods longer than one year, Table 4.3 ranks the best three-year periods,
again by total illustrations, for the same artists listed in Table 4.1. The
results are broadly similar to those of Table 4.2, but some significant
changes appear. Three artists who were ranked in Table 4.2 disappear
from Table 4.3. Each of the three — Tatlin, Smithson, and Hamilton —
made a single important conceptual innovation, which in each case was
embodied in a single important work, but none of the three made any
significant developments beyond this contribution.*?
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Picasso holds the top two positions in Table 4.3, as well as three
others in the ranking; remarkably, he accounts for five of the century’s
fifteen most important three-year periods in the careers of individual
artists. What is interesting, however, in comparing his performance in
Tables 4.2 and 4.3 is that the period in Picasso’s fifties when he produced
Guernica becomes less important when the longer span of three years
is considered, whereas all three of Picasso’s highest ranked entries in
Table 4.3 are from the years from 1905 to 1914, when the young artist
was first developing Cubism. This underscores the density of innovation
during this first decade of Cubism, whereas in contrast Guernica appears
as an isolated achievement of Picasso’s later years, which he did not
subsequently develop in any significant way. Exceptionally, Picasso was
able to make a major innovation at the age of 56 — fully nineteen years
beyond the age of any other conceptual artist listed in Table 4.2 — but
even he could not recapture the remarkable ability to make one discovery
after another that he had enjoyed during his twenties and early thirties.

Kandinsky joins Pollock as a second experimental entrant in Table
4.3. The years represented, 1911-13, are the ones in which Kandinsky’s
cautious and gradual approach finally produced abstract forms. In an
essay of 1913 he looked back on the evolution of his work, and stressed
not only the difficulty of his progress, but also his expectation that it had
not yet reached an end:

Only after many years of patient toil and strenuous thought, numerous painstak-
ing attempts, and my constantly developing ability to conceive of pictorial forms
in purely abstract terms, engrossing myself more and more in these measure-
less depths, did I arrive at the pictorial forms I use today, on which T am
working today and which, as I hope and desire, will themselves develop much
further.

Although he expressed frustration with the slow pace of his develop-
ment — “I sometimes look back at the past and despair at how long this
solution took me” — he understood that it was not his nature to solve
problems conceptually: “My only consolation is that I have never been
able to persuade myself to use a form that arose within me by way of
logic...I could not devise such forms, and it disgusts me when I see
them.”3°

Finally, to consider even more gradual breakthroughs, Table 4.4 ranks
the same artists’ best five-year periods. The rankings do not change dra-
matically, but several interesting differences appear. Braque, who had
ranked thirteenth and eleventh, respectively, in Tables 4.2 and 4.3, moves
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TABLE 4.4. Best Five-Year Periods in Careers of Greatest
Twentieth-Century Artists

Artist Ages N Years
1. Picasso 25-9 116 1906-10
2. Matisse 36—40 86 1905—09
3. Picasso 30—4 84 I9II-15
4. Warhol 348 69 1962-66
5. Braque 26-30 63 1908-12
6. Malevich 34-8 61 1912-16
7. Pollock 35—9 58 1947-51
8. Boccioni 27-31 52 1909-13
9. Kandinsky 44-8 (3 1910-14

10. Duchamp 24-8 46 19TI-15
11t. Duchamp 30—4 45 1917-21
11t. Johns 25-9 45 1955-59

13. Picasso 39-43 44 1920-24

14. Picasso 52—6 43 1933—37

15. Mondrian 39—43 38 I91T-T15

up to fifth place in Table 4.4, for the years 1908—12. These were the years
when Braque and Picasso worked together “like two mountaineers roped
together,” in Braque’s famous description, to develop Cubism. Picasso
was the more gifted of the two, and he was bolder and more daring in
his art. In spite of Braque’s more cautious approach, however, in 1908
and 1911 he produced individual paintings that appear in more text-
books than any single work of Picasso’s from the period apart from the
Demoiselles d’Avignon. Reviewing an exhibition of the art of Picasso and
Braque from these years, John Golding reflected that “it told the story
of how one of the most protean of all artists was prepared temporarily
to accept the support and the stimulus offered to him by a fellow artist
so much less talented than himself, and of how that artist accepted the
challenge involved and in the process transformed himself into a major
painter.”?" Virtually all successful modern artists have initially devel-
oped their art in the company of other talented young artists. David
Sylvester compared these collaborations to jazz musicians’ jam sessions,
“the paradigm of a situation in which artists are simultaneously sup-
porting and competing with each other.”?* The early collaboration of
Picasso and Braque was the most important of these episodes for the art
of the twentieth century, just as that of Monet with Bazille, Renoir, and
the other Impressionists had been for the modern art of the nineteenth
century. That three of the top five entries in Table 4.4 represent a single
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ten-year period in the development of Cubism further emphasizes the
preeminent place of that movement in twentieth-century art. All three of
these occurred during 1906-15. The collaboration of Picasso and Braque
ended when Braque went to serve in the French army. Picasso later told
his dealer and friend, Daniel Kahnweiler, “On August 2, 1914, I took
Braque and [André] Derain to the Gare d’Avignon. I never saw them
again.”33 Although Braque was severely wounded in the war, Picasso did
see him again, many times, between 1917 and Braque’s death in 1963. But
the relationship between the two artists had changed, and the exhilara-
tion of creating Cubism was over. Picasso went on to other achievements,
but none was nearly as exciting, or as important, as what he and Braque
had accomplished in their youth.

Another interesting feature of Table 4.4 involves two great experimen-
tal artists, as Kandinsky moves up into the ninth rank, and Mondrian
makes an appearance for the first time in this chapter’s rankings, in
the lowest position. Both artists benefit from consideration of a longer
period, as both are ranked in Table 4.4 for the period in the early 19105
when they and Malevich pioneered abstraction. That Mondrian worked
even more cautiously, and progressed even more slowly than Kandinsky,
is witnessed by the fact that Mondrian ranks well below Kandinsky in
Table 4.4 in spite of the fact that he has substantially more total illus-
trations than the Russian artist in the textbooks overall, for that larger
number is spread more evenly over a period of five decades.’* For Mon-
drian, progress in art could only occur slowly. In 1937, he wrote that
“One can rightly speak of an evolution in plastic art. It is of the greatest
importance to note this fact, for it reveals the true way of art; the only
path along which we can advance.” The term “evolution” was not a
casual choice, for Mondrian cautioned, “It is a mistake to try to go too
fast.”35

Table 4.4 provides clear evidence of the difference in the creative life
cycles of conceptual and experimental innovators. Twelve of the entries
in the table are for conceptual artists, whereas three are for experimental
innovators. The median age of the conceptual artists when they began
the periods listed in the table was 30, whereas the corresponding median
age of the experimental artists was 39. Great conceptual innovators, like
Picasso, Warhol, and Duchamp, mature rapidly and peak early in their
lives, whereas great experimental artists, like Mondrian, Kandinsky, and
Pollock, develop slowly and make their greatest contributions at older
ages.
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Conclusion

Of all the revisions of pictorial language proposed in the 2oth century,
cubism has been the most radical.

Sir Alan Bowness3®

Artistic innovation in the twentieth century was dominated to a remark-
able degree by one man. By the measure of textbook illustrations, Picasso
alone accounts for three of the five most creative individual years of the
century, five of the fifteen most creative three-year periods, and two of the
three most creative five-year periods. Today, after the close of the twenti-
eth century, we can see not only how Picasso’s specific artistic innovations
dominated the agenda of advanced artists throughout the first half of the
century, but also how the manifestation of his versatile conceptual cre-
ativity became the prototype for some of the most important conceptual
innovators throughout the entire century.3” David Sylvester recognized
the historical departure represented by Picasso, when he reflected that
“Picasso is a kind of artist who couldn’t have existed before this century,
since his art is a celebration of this century’s introduction of a totally
promiscuous eclecticism into the practice of art.”3®

Cubism was equally clearly the preeminent artistic movement of the
twentieth century. Working together during the period from 1908 until
Braque left to serve in the French army in 1914, Picasso and Braque
created a revolution that not only transformed painting, but also had a
profound impact on sculpture, architecture, cinema, and virtually every
other form of visual art, and beyond this to poetry and literature, as
faceting and fragmentation were applied to words as well as to images.
The work of Picasso and Braque in these years accounts for three of the
five most important five-year periods of individual artistic creativity of the
century. These two young conceptual innovators created a new synthesis
of earlier artistic elements that overturned the synthesis of an equally
young conceptual innovator, Masaccio, who had worked in Florence
nearly five centuries before, as Cubist space and form abruptly and
decisively replaced Renaissance perspective as the dominant paradigm
in advanced art. Sylvester again recognized both the significance of this
episode and its nature, as he observed that

The story of the rise of Cubism is one of the most wonderful chapters in the history
of art. There is something deeply moving about the way this pair of artists in their
late twenties found themselves subverting six centuries of European painting while
seeing themselves — quite rightly — as the successors to a line that stretched from
Poussin to Chardin to Corot to Cézanne.?”
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This chapter also provides an important result for our understanding of
American art, by revealing that Andy Warhol’s work of 1962 constituted
the greatest breakthrough of a single year ever made by an American
artist. Warhol’s silkscreened paintings based on photographs of Marilyn
Monroe, Coca-Cola bottles, and other icons of American popular culture
not only became the most celebrated images of Pop art, but also raised
issues of “time, sequence, duration, repetition, and seriality” that have
influenced younger artists from the 1960s through the present.*°

The empirical analysis of this chapter highlights the difference in the
creative processes of conceptual and experimental innovators, for it points
out that conceptual artists not only innovate earlier in their careers than
their experimental counterparts, but also that they innovate more rapidly.
Evidence presented in Chapter 2 showed that three of the ten greatest
artistic innovators of the twentieth century were experimental artists, as
were five of the greatest fifteen.*” When we examine short periods of inno-
vative breakthroughs, however, using the same data set as Chapter 2, the
experimental artists are much less prominent. Thus experimental artists
account for only one of the fifteen most important individual years of
creativity of the century, for only two of the fifteen most important three-
year periods, and for only three of the fifteen most important five-year
periods. The difference in the results of the two studies is a consequence
of the fact that many conceptual artists arrive at their greatest contribu-
tions suddenly, while many experimental artists arrive at their greatest
achievements much more gradually: the shorter the periods within artists’
careers we study, the greater the advantage of conceptual over experimen-
tal innovators.

One further important difference between the two types of innovator
also appears in the data analyzed here. Because experimental innovators
are rarely satisfied that they have achieved their goals, they are often
tied to a single problem for an entire career. In contrast, conceptual
innovators often believe that they have conclusively achieved specific
goals, and can consequently move on to other problems, and to make
different contributions. This diversity of conceptual innovators is reflected
in the fact that the three artists who make more than a single appearance
in any of the tables in this chapter were all conceptual artists. All three —
Picasso, Matisse, and Duchamp — are among the protean conceptual
innovators who made multiple contributions to modern art.



The Greatest Women Artists
of the Twentieth Century

Introduction

Recent decades have witnessed an intense interest in the role of women
in the art of the past. Scores of museum exhibitions have been devoted
to the work of women artists, and scores of monographs have examined
the contributions of women to our artistic heritage.

As is common in the humanities, however, the scholarly attention
devoted to the role of women artists has been qualitative rather than
quantitative. As a result, we now have a large amount of scholarship that
analyzes the contributions of individual women artists, or of particular
groups of women artists, but we do not have studies that provide system-
atic evaluation of the relative importance of different women artists. This
chapter will begin to remedy this deficiency.

Specifically, this chapter will investigate the question of which women
made the greatest contributions to art during the past century. Women
played a far greater role in the art of the twentieth century than in any
earlier time. So for example the third edition of Nancy Heller’s Women
Artists, published in 1997, a textbook written “to provide a richly illus-
trated overview of some of the most interesting professional women
painters and sculptors in the Western world, from the Renaissance to
the present,” devotes fully 144 pages to the twentieth century, substan-
tially more than the total of only 97 pages devoted to all earlier centuries.
This concentration is a product of the fact that the twentieth century
witnessed, in Heller’s words, “a profusion of women artists.””

Following the practice used in a series of earlier studies, this chapter
will measure the relative importance of the members of a sample of artists
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by the number of illustrations of their work contained in art history
textbooks. As discussed above, this measure draws on the judgments of
large numbers of art scholars as to which artists, and works of art, are
most central to the narrative of the history of art.* Interestingly, a number
of scholars have specifically cited textbooks of art history as evidence
of the neglect of women artists in earlier times. For example Thomas
McEvilley observed that the 1970 edition of H. W. Janson’s History of
Art contained no mention of any woman artist, and Nancy Heller noted
that the 1986 edition of Janson’s book contained only 19 illustrations of
works by women.?> One indication of the recent increase in the attention
paid to women artists is that the 2007 edition of Janson’s book contains
40 illustrations of works by women. The present study will use not only
the latest edition of Janson’s text, but also more than two dozen other
recent textbooks, to produce the first systematic survey of the judgments
of art scholars on the relative importance of the greatest women artists
of the twentieth century.

The Ranking

This study began by identifying all the women artists who worked in the
twentieth century who had a total of four or more illustrations of their
art included in five leading textbooks of art history published from 2000
to 2005.* There were twenty-five such artists. A data set was then created
by recording all illustrations of the work of these twenty-five artists in
twenty-nine textbooks of art history published in English from 1995
on.5 All of these books examined the art of at least the entire twentieth
century, so that all twenty-five artists were eligible to appear in every
book, regardless of where and when they worked.

A ranking of the ten artists (actually eleven, because of a tie) whose
work was most often illustrated in the twenty-nine texts is presented in
Table 5.1. Overall, the ranking is dominated by Americans. In addition
to the four artists who were born in the United States, three others —
Bourgeois, Hesse, and Nevelson — spent their careers in the United States.
The youngest woman in the table, Cindy Sherman, is also the highest
ranked.

Careers

This chapter will examine the nature and timing of the major contri-
butions of the five highest-ranked women in Table 5.1. The data set
constructed for this study can help to identify those contributions, by
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TABLE 5.1. Greatest Women Artists of the Twentieth Century

95

Artist Date of Birth  Date of Death  Country of Birth N
1. Cindy Sherman 1954 - USA 38
2. Georgia O’Keeffe 1887 1986 USA 30
3t. Louise Bourgeois 1911 - France 27
3t. Eva Hesse 1936 1970 Germany 27

5. Frida Kahlo 1907 1954 Mexico 25
6t. Barbara Kruger 1945 - USA 23
6t. Jenny Holzer 1950 - USA 23
8t. Louise Nevelson 1899 1988 Russia 22
8t. Bridget Riley 1931 - England 22
8t. Natalia Goncharova 1811 1962 Russia 22
8t. Kithe Kollwitz 1867 1945 Germany 22

Source: This and Tables 5.2—5.3 are based on the data set constructed for this study. See the text
for the method of construction, and the appendix to this chapter for a list of the sources used.

pointing to when they occurred — the periods in these artists’ careers that
are most heavily represented by textbook illustrations.

Table 5.2 shows the five-year period in the career of each of the top
five women from Table 5.1 from which the textbooks include the largest
number of illustrations. There is substantial variation in the ages at which
these periods occurred. Thus whereas Sherman’s best five-year period
ended when she was 28, and those of both Kahlo and Hesse ended when
they were 34, O’Keeffe did not complete her best period until the age of
43, and Bourgeois, remarkably, did not complete hers until the age of
84. Why the timing of these artists’ most important periods differed so
radically is one topic of interest for this study.

The following sections of this chapter will consider each of the artists
listed in Table 5.2, in chronological order of their prime periods as iden-
tified in that table.

TABLE §.2. Best Five-Year Period in Each Artist’s
Career, by Total Illustrations in Textbooks

Artist N Years Ages
1. Sherman 17 1978-82 24-28
2. O’Keeffe 13 1926—30 39—43
3t. Bourgeois 9 1991-95 80-84
3t. Hesse 24 1966—70 30-34

5. Kahlo 14 1937—41 30-34
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Georgia O’Keeffe

I think that what I have done is something rather unique in my time and
that I am one of the few who gives our country any voice of its own — I
claim no credit — it is only that I have seen with my own eye and that I
couldn’t help seeing with my own eye.

Georgia O’Keeffe, 1945°

Georgia O’Keeffe was an experimental artist, whose paintings were
based on vision. When the director of the Cleveland Art Museum asked
her to write a description of one of her paintings, she protested that “It is
easier for me to paint it than write about it and I would so much rather
people would look at it than read about it. I see no reason for painting
anything that can be put into any other form as well.” But the brief
account she then provided ended by stressing the central importance for
her art of her perception of color: “Color is one of the great things in the
world that makes life worth living to me and as I have come to think of
painting it is my effort to create an equivalent with paint color for the
world - life as I see it.”7

The visual basis of O’Keeffe’s art was clear to those who knew her
work. For example in 1927 the critic Lewis Mumford observed that
O’Keeffe’s art originated in images rather than ideas: “hers is a direct
expression upon the plane of painting, and not an illustration by means of
painting of ideas that have been verbally formulated.”® A decade later the
painter Marsden Hartley agreed, writing of O’Keeffe that “She is satisfied
that appearance tells everything and that the eye is a better vehicle of truth
for picture purposes than the mind can ever be.”? O’Keeffe painted to
capture the beauty and color she saw around her. Her sensitivity to the
colors and shapes of her surroundings is manifest in the vivid description
of her home in New Mexico that she sent to a friend, the painter Arthur
Dove, in 1942:

I wish you could see what I see out the window — the earth pink and yellow
cliffs to the north — the full pale moon about to go down in an early morning
lavender sky behind a very long beautiful tree covered mesa to the west — pink and
purple hills in front and the scrubby fine dull green cedars — and a feeling of much
space — It is a very beautiful world."®

The strength of O’Keeffe’s feeling for the beauty of the world led her to
defend her artistic goal in an era when beauty in art had fallen out of
fashion, as in 1960 she remarked that “I’'m one of the few artists, maybe
the only one today, who is willing to talk about my work as pretty. I don’t
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mind it being pretty.”"" Similarly, when it had become fashionable for
artists to declare that their work expressed their emotions, O’Keeffe per-
sisted in maintaining that her art was visual: “I never think about express-
ing anything. I’'m not so wonderful that my thoughts should be expressed
that way.”**

O’Keeffe did not plan her paintings. A New Yorker profile in 1929
reported that “She does no under-painting on her canvases; she rarely even
blocks out her design in advance.””? O’Keeffe believed that achievements
were made in a body of work rather than in individual paintings: “Success
doesn’t come with painting one picture. It results from taking a certain
definite line of action and staying with it.”™# Throughout her career, she
tended to work in series, with multiple variations on a particular theme.
Sometimes these would comprise four or five paintings done within a
few weeks, but sometimes they were much more extended. For example
between 1946 and 1960 she made more than twenty paintings of the
patio door of her adobe house in Abiquiu. She told Katharine Kuh that
she had bought the house because of that door: “I'm always trying to
paint that door — I never quite get it. It’s a curse — the way I feel I must
continually go on with that door.” She couldn’t explain why the door
interested her: “I wish I knew. It fascinates me.” When Kuh asked why
she painted in series, O’Keeffe replied that “I have a single-track mind.
I work on an idea for a long time. It’s like getting acquainted with a
person, and I don’t get acquainted easily.”"s Even O’Keeffe’s abstract
paintings were based on the observation of nature, for they grew out of
progressive simplification of the shapes of real objects over the course of
a series of works: “Sometimes I start in very realistic fashion, and as I
go from one painting to another of the same thing, it becomes simplified
till it can be nothing but abstract.”'® The process of simplification was
gradual, based on visual inspection: “Details are confusing. It is only by
selection, by elimination, by emphasis, that we get at the real meaning of
things.” "7

O’Keeffe believed that artists had to develop slowly. In 1928, at the
peak of her accomplishment, she told an interviewer that “The notion
that you can make an artist overnight, that there is nothing but genius,
and a dash of temperament in artistic success is a fallacy. Great artists
don’t just happen, any more than writers, or singers, or other creators.
They have to be trained, and in the hard school of experience.”"® In 1960,
looking back on forty years of O’Keeffe’s art, the curator Daniel Catton
Rich observed that her style had evolved gradually: “Her work shows
a complete organic growth. There have been no sudden reversals, no
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abrupt shifts in style.”"® Like many other experimental artists O’Keeffe
did not believe in the reality of achieving success, but instead valued the
process of seeking greater clarity of vision: “Whether you succeed or
not is irrelevant, there is no such thing. Making your unknown known
is the important thing — and keeping the unknown always beyond you.
Catching, crystallizing your simpler clearer vision of life — only to see
it turn stale compared to what you vaguely feel ahead — that you must
always keep working to grasp.”*® When the Museum of Modern Art
honored her with a retrospective exhibition in 1946, O’Keeffe told the
responsible curator that she was flattered, but then immediately returned
to her dissatisfaction with her achievement: “I can not honestly say to
myself that I could not have been better.”>

The period the textbooks identify as that of O’Keeffe’s most important
work was marked both by her paintings of New York and by a contin-
uation of the series of large paintings of individual flowers that she had
begun in 1924.>> O’Keeffe had moved to New York in 1918, but it was
only in 1926 that she began to paint the city, with simplified and often
elongated geometric shapes of the skyscrapers dramatically illuminated,
and sometimes partially obliterated, by reflected sunlight or neon signs.
The familiar magnification of the flower paintings was also influenced by
the pace of life in the city, as O’Keeffe later recalled that “I said to myself —
I’ll paint what I see — what the flower is to me but I’ll paint it big and they
will be surprised into taking time to look at it — I will make even busy
New Yorkers take time to see the flowers.”*3

Frida Kahlo

The only thing I know is that I paint because I need to, and I paint always
whatever passes through my head, without any other consideration.

Frida Kahlo*#

Frida Kahlo’s art was dominated by images of herself to an extent
that may be unique among important painters. More than one third of
all her paintings, and all of her most celebrated paintings, were self-
portraits. Thus twenty-four of the twenty-five illustrations of her work
in the textbooks surveyed for this study were self-portraits, including her
most famous single painting, The Two Fridas (1939), which accounts
for seven of the illustrations. Kahlo used her own image as a vehicle to
explore not only her own life, but also a wide range of issues involving
religion, politics, and society. On the occasion of a recent exhibition of
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her work, Tanya Barron stressed the great variety and range of Kahlo’s
artistic sources:

Frida Kahlo built up a complex symbolic language, a repertoire of signs and
emblems. .. which she gave a particularly personal and often highly idiosyncratic
character. Her visual language is eclectic, encompassing European fine art tra-
ditions from Bosch and Brueghel to avant-garde movements such as Surrealism,
Mexican colonial-era art, the Mexican avant-garde of her contemporaries (includ-
ing her husband Diego Rivera), popular and folkloric Mexican art and culture,
as well as belief systems as different as Catholicism, Eastern spirituality, Aztec
culture and religion, ancient Egyptian belief, European philosophy, psychoanal-
ysis and Communism. She often combines varied references together in a single
image, speaking on multiple levels and creating an especially private and cryptic
language.*’

Much of the critical analysis of Kahlo’s work involves its relationship
with Surrealism. When the poet and founder of Surrealism, André Breton,
visited Mexico in 1938 and saw Kahlo’s art, he declared that she in fact
belonged to that movement: “her work has blossomed forth, in her latest
paintings, into pure surreality, despite the fact that it had been conceived
without any prior knowledge whatsoever of the ideas motivating the
activities of my friends and myself.”*¢ Although Kahlo welcomed the
attention, and placed The Two Fridas in a major Surrealist exhibition
in Mexico City in 1940, she never fully accepted her categorization as a
Surrealist, and in later years vehemently denied the affiliation altogether.
But she did recognize that her work shared some common ground with
that of the Europeans:

I adore surprise and the unexpected. I like to go beyond realism. For this reason,
I would like to see lions come out of that bookshelf and not books. My painting
naturally reflects these predilections and also my state of mind. And it is doubtless
true that in many ways my painting is related to that of the Surrealists. But I
never had the intention of creating a work that could be considered to fit in that
classification.>”

In spite of the fact that Kahlo had developed her art independently, her
biographer Hayden Herrera argued that Surrealism affected her work in
what became her prime period:

Frida was surely one for whom contact with Surrealism served to reinforce both
a personal and a cultural inclination toward fantasy. Though she was a Surrealist
discovery rather than a Surrealist, there is a definite change in her work after her
direct contact with Surrealism in 1938 ... After 1938 her paintings become more
complex, more penetrating, more disturbingly intense.**
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After her participation in the International Exhibition of Surrealism
in 1940, Kahlo gained increasing recognition, and her paintings rose in
value. At the same time, some of the intensity of her earlier work was
lost. Herrera observed that the paintings she produced after 1940 were
“generally larger-scale than those she had done in the 1930s, and they
appear to have been aimed at a broader audience, to be less like private
talismans or votive images.”*° Her growing reputation also led to more
commissions from patrons: “Frida’s portraits of others are almost always
less vibrant and original than her subject paintings and self-portraits —
perhaps because, in painting a specific individual, she did not feel free to
project all her complex fantasy and feeling — her ‘own reality’ — onto the
image.”?°

Kahlo’s distinctive contribution lay in the difference between her sym-
bolism and that of the European Surrealists. Unlike Surrealism, which
attempted to create visual metaphors for the experience of dreams and
the unconscious, Kahlo’s art was a personal and direct expression of
her thoughts and emotions. As Herrera observed, Kahlo’s symbolism
was “almost always autobiographical and relatively simple.” In 1952
Kahlo herself declared that “I do not know whether my paintings are
Surrealist or not, but I do know that they are the frankest expression of
myself.”3" The next year she made a key distinction in distancing herself
from the Surrealists’ goals: “They thought I was a Surrealist, but I wasn’t.
I never painted dreams. I painted my own reality.”3*

Breton stressed the expressive power of Kahlo’s art by describing it as
“a ribbon around a bomb.”3? By effectively making Surrealism an auto-
biographical project, Kahlo later became a model for many younger
women artists who wanted to use their art to express their own feel-
ings about their lives and their societies. So for example a Kahlo self-
portrait that showed her growing from the earth like a plant was a direct
inspiration for the celebrated earth/body sculptures the performance
artist Ana Mendieta made during the 1970s.34 An art historian recently
noted that Tracey Emin’s trademark works are also related to Kahlo’s
art:

Her quilted, embroidered, and appliquéd blankets with their angry, desperate
confessional declarations look back to the tradition of women’s craft activities,
and to the example of Frida Kahlo’s autobiographical, populist symbolism and
style. Such works affectingly, but also knowingly, restage Kahlo’s manner and
her suffering persona in the contemporary idiom of street and fashion-magazine
graphics or political murals.?’
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Peter Wollen observed that the themes of Kahlo’s art had a powerful
appeal for women artists in the 1970s:

Her art was intimate, private and personal; it was about her identity as a woman
and a Mexican; it was about the body — very specifically the female body and, even
more specifically, her own; it was about babies or the lack of them, clothes and
their signification, the contradictory projection of both strength and weakness. It
was in violent contrast to the pretentious asceticism of much late modernism, to
its vatic emptiness, to the tedious aspiration of being high art, to its ultra-refined
painterliness.

Even more generally, Wollen noted that Kahlo’s art addressed a number
of concerns that were central to the advanced art of the 1970s and beyond:
“Whether we look at Kahlo from the vantage-point of women’s art, Third
World art or surrealism; whether we are interested in the appropriation
of vernacular forms or the crossover between outsider and fine art, we
will find Kahlo’s paintings staring us right in the face.”3¢

Eva Hesse

First feel sure of idea, then the execution will be easier.
Eva Hesse, notebook entry, 196537

Trained initially as a painter, Eva Hesse began to make sculptures in
1964, just six years before her death at the age of 34. Yet as a young
artist in New York, she was in contact with some of the leading advanced
artists of the late 1960s, including Robert Smithson, Sol LeWitt, Donald
Judd, and Robert Ryman. Hesse’s exposure to these artists profoundly
affected her art, and between 1966 and 1970 she created new sculptural
forms that were based on Minimalism, the dominant movement of the
time, but that made distinctive departures from it.

Minimalist sculpture typically used unyielding materials, including alu-
minum, steel, and wood, to make rigid, austere, geometric forms. In
contrast, Hesse used unconventional and often pliable materials, such as
wire, latex, and rubber tubing, to make related forms that were often
irregular and imprecise in appearance. These included elements drawn
from the work of a number of artists who had influenced her. So for
example the tangled ropes in some of her works were often considered
three-dimensional references to Jackson Pollock’s dripped webs of paint.
The frequent repetition of elements within her sculptures was inspired by
LeWitt : “Series, serial, serial art, is another way of repeating absurdity.”
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The tubing that projects out from the empty frames that Hesse mounted
on walls may have been extensions of the hooks that break the surface
of some of Jasper Johns’s paintings. And the humor that Hesse consid-
ered to be basic to her work may have originated in the work of Claes
Oldenburg.?®

Hesse was determined to make an important contribution to art. This
ambition was reflected in her desire to make radical departures, as for
example in 1960, at the age of 24, she wrote in her diary that “I will paint
against every rule I or others have invisibly placed.”3? Although she did
not know where to start to do this at the time, her determination led to
quick results once she solved that problem. Hesse first began experiment-
ing with sculpture in December of 1964, using discarded materials in the
abandoned factory where she and her husband, who was also a sculp-
tor, were working during a year in Germany. Barely more than a year
later, in January of 1966, she made Hang-Up, the large wall-mounted
sculpture that has become her most celebrated individual work, and that
accounts for five of the illustrations of her work in the texts used for this
study.*® Shortly before her death, Hesse told an interviewer that Hang-
Up was “I think the most important statement I made.” Describing it
as “really an idea piece,” Hesse remarked that “It’s the most ridiculous
structure [ have ever made and that is why it is really good.”*"

Hesse’s unconventional materials and irregular forms brought humor
and absurdity to Minimalism, which had previously been humorless and
ascetic. Rosalind Krauss summarized Hesse’s contribution as “counter-
ing the formalist dialogue of the 1960s with the message of expression-
ism.”4* Kim Levin stressed that Hesse’s art adapted the formal tools of
Minimalism to her own ends, producing “a new kind of Expressionism,
abstract and Minimalist in form.”43 That Hesse could make a substantial
contribution to advanced art in such a brief career was a result of the
conceptual nature of her art. Lucy Lippard described Hesse as “a pivotal
figure and a synthesizer,” and like many other young conceptual innova-
tors, Hesse combined previously unrelated elements to create a synthesis
that yielded a novel and unexpected result.++

Cindy Sherman

These are pictures of emotions personified, entirely of themselves with their
own presence — not of me.

Cindy Sherman, about Untitled Film Stills, 19804
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Cindy Sherman gave up painting for photography in art school: “I was
initially in school for painting and suddenly realized I couldn’t do it any
more, it was ridiculous, there was nothing more tosay . . . [T]hen I realized
I could just use a camera and put my time into an idea instead.”*° In 1977,
the year after she graduated, she began to make the series of sixty-nine
photographs, Untitled Film Stills, that is generally considered her most
important work, and accounts for more than a third of her illustrations
in the texts used for this study. Each photograph in the series portrayed
Sherman as a character in what appeared to be 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s
B-movies. Rosalind Krauss explained that the point of the Film Stills
was “the simulacral nature of what they contain, the condition of being
a copy without an original.”47 Sherman intended her photographs to
be unconvincing imitations of publicity film stills from the era: “My
‘stills’ were about the fakeness of role-playing as well as contempt for the
domineering ‘male’ audience who would mistakenly read the images as
sexy.” 48

Throughout her career, Sherman has used herself as a model. Her
photographs are not self-portraits, however, because the costumes and
settings clearly signal that in each case she is playing a role. Precisely
what the role is remains unclear: “I didn’t want to title the photographs
because it would spoil the ambiguity.”#° This ambiguity allows many
interpretations, and Sherman’s work has become the basis for an impos-
ing body of analysis by a large number of scholars and critics, who use her
photographs to consider how women have been represented, and more
generally how identity is constructed, through the media. As early as
1990, Arthur Danto remarked that “Sherman’s brilliant appropriation,
in the late 1970s, of the format of the ‘still,” with its implied narrative
in which she was the nameless starlet, became the focus of so much
neostructuralist, radical feminist, Frankfurt School Marxist and semio-
logical hermeneutics that one is convinced there must be whole programs
of study in institutions of higher learning in which one can major, or even
earn a doctorate, in Sherman Studies.”5°

Although Sherman does not reject the academic analysis of her work,
she denies that it captures her intentions: “I’ve only been interested in
making the work and leaving the analysis to the critics. I could really
agree with many different theories in terms of their formal concepts but
none of it really had any basis in my motivation for making the work.”
She pays little attention to criticism of any kind: “It’s the way I feel about
the art world and the critical world; after being around for a while, I
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don’t take anything that seriously in this field. So I’'m making fun of it
all, myself included.” She wants her art to reach a wide audience: “I just
want to be accessible. I don’t like the elitism of a lot of the art that looks
like it’s so difficult, where you must get the theory behind it before you
can understand it.”>" It was this concern with accessibility that led her to
mimic movie ads: “I wanted to imitate something out of the culture, and
also make fun of the culture while T was doing it.”5*

Sherman entered the art world at a time when it was in a highly con-
ceptual phase, and Peter Schjeldahl noted that she and some of her peers
added to its visual vocabulary: “it was precisely in the art historical mud-
dle of the early >7os that Sherman and her keenest contemporaries found
their orientation, not by rejecting conceptualism but by bringing a partic-
ular grist to its mill: images.”’? Sherman and others made photography
more central to contemporary art at the same time that they changed
the practices of the genre. Lisa Phillips explained that, “Cindy Sherman,
along with other contemporaries, such as Richard Prince, Barbara Kruger,
and Sherrie Levine, have diverted the official course of the history of pho-
tography by rejecting its most revered conventions: the sacredness of the
photographic paper, of the camera, the perfect exposure, and the immacu-
late print.” 54 Sherman emphasizes that she considers herself an artist who
uses photography rather than a photographer.’5 She is not concerned, for
example, with whether she takes a photograph or has someone take it for
her.5¢

After the black and white Stills of 197780, Sherman began to use
color, initially to make pictures of herself in more elaborate costumes
and settings, and later to make pictures of dolls, often grotesquely man-
gled, and often featuring sexual themes. Yet her early work is dispro-
portionately represented in the textbooks, and the Untitled Film Stills are
likely to remain her most important contribution. Sherman’s most impor-
tant innovation lies in her nostalgic use of the formulaic methods used for
movie stills in the 19 50s. Her later creation of shocking images is likely to
prove less distinctive than her early images of apparently familiar scenes.
In Sherman’s words, the Stills “should trigger your memory so that you
feel you have seen it before. Some people have told me they remember the
movies that one of my images derives from, but in fact I had no film in
mind at all.”57 This parallels Jeff Koons’s statement about his celebrated
Banality statues, “where I did not work with direct ready-made objects
but created objects with a sense of ready-made inherent in them.”5®
Sherman explained that she stopped making the Stills when she ran out
of clichés.’ And it was in large part because of the use of clichés that her
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early work had such a great impact on an art world that valued novel
uses of irony.

In a review of an exhibition in 1989, Schjeldahl remarked on the beauty
and range of Sherman’s pictures, and predicted that “she may very well
emerge in eventual retrospect as the single most important American artist
of the *80s.”%° Sherman has had enormous success. In 1987, at the age
of 33, she had a full-scale exhibition at New York’s Whitney Museum,
and in 1997 the Museum of Modern Art in New York presented an exhi-
bition, sponsored by the pop singer Madonna, in honor of the museum’s
acquisition of a complete set of the Untitled Film Stills. Sherman’s work
has also helped to raise the position of photography in the art world.
Thus in 1987 the curator of her Whitney exhibition claimed that “She
has accomplished what photographers have been pursuing for a century —
true parity with the other two arts.”®’
the art market commented that “Cindy Sherman has performed some

And in 1995, a dealer’s guide to

sort of modern-day alchemy. She has convinced the art market that her
photographs should be priced like paintings.

»62

Louise Bourgeois

I am a long-distance runner. It takes me years and years and years to
produce what I do.

Louise Bourgeois®

Louise Bourgeois was a contemporary of the Abstract Expressionists —
she was born a year before Jackson Pollock — and like them she spent her
career working experimentally to create a visual art that would explore
the unconscious. Her statements about her art parallel the attitudes of her
contemporaries. In 1954 she described art as a quest into the unknown:
“The finished work is often a stranger to, and sometimes very much at
odds with what the artist felt or wished to express when he began.”
Fifteen years later, she stressed that an entire career was properly devoted
to a single elusive goal: “for a lifetime I have wanted to say the same
thing. Inner consistency is the test of the artist. Repeated disappointment
is what keeps him jumping.” Two decades later, her work still hadn’t
reached a conclusion: “That’s why I keep going. The resolution never
appears: it’s like a mirage.” She did not make art for pleasure, but out
of necessity: “I do sculpture because I need, not because I have fun. I
have no fun at all — everything I do is a battlefield, a fight to the finish.”
Artistic style emerged from abnegation and adversity: “My style, the
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way I work comes from all the temptations I have resisted, all the fun
I didn’t have, all the regrets.” In 1993 the 82-year-old artist explained
to an interviewer that the prestige of having her work exhibited in the
United States pavilion at the Venice Biennale was not important to her:
“Personally, no exhibition is important. The progression in the work is
important. The self-knowledge that I get and that all artists get — I’'m not
special — the self-knowledge is its own reward.” She believed firmly in the
value of experience: “You know, artists improve. .. Otherwise, what’s
the use of working?”¢4

Like the Abstract Expressionists, Bourgeois was deeply influenced
early in her career by Surrealism. But her art diverged significantly from
the main concerns of Abstract Expressionism. The dominant genre of
that movement was painting, but Bourgeois early gave up painting for
sculpture. William Rubin commented that “The organic, biomorphic lan-
guage of the abstract side of Surrealist art wants to be three-dimensional,
wants materials of more organic allusiveness than paint. Louise Bourgeois
understood this, and picked up where certain veins of Surrealist art had
left off.”® From the beginning of her career, Bourgeois’ exploration of
the unconscious was more intensely personal and autobiographical than
those of the Abstract Expressionists. Thus in 1994 she stated that “All my
work in the past fifty years, all my subjects have found their inspiration in
my childhood.” She told a critic that one of her better-known sculptures,
The Destruction of the Father, was made “to exorcise the fear. And after
it was shown — there it is — I felt like a different person. Now, I don’t want
to use the term thérapeutique, but an exorcism is a therapeutic venture.
So the reason for making the piece was catharsis.”®®

The art world’s recognition of the importance of Bourgeois’ work came
gradually and late in her career. In 1971, when asked whether she had
received as much recognition of her work as she would like, Bourgeois
answered “No. But recognition will come in time, and this is enough for
me.”®” Ten years later, when Bourgeois was 70, the critic Kay Larson
chose Bourgeois as her nominee for a feature in Artnews on “Artists the
Critics are Watching.” Larson explained that “Perhaps Louise Bourgeois
is an idiosyncratic choice for an article on ‘emerging’ artists. Yet she was
the first to come to mind when considering artists of high caliber whose
work came to my attention during the past season.”®® In 1982, when
Bourgeois was given an exhibition at a major museum, the critic Robert
Hughes commented that “Louise Bourgeois is certainly the least-known
artist ever to get a retrospective at New York’s Museum of Modern Art.”
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He went on to explain that two recent developments had increased interest
in Bourgeois’ art:

One was the collapse of the idea that art had only one way, the abstract track,
forward into history. This made Bourgeois’ idiosyncratic kind of late surrealism
well worth examining. The second, which made it look more interesting still,
was feminism. The field to which Bourgeois’ work constantly returns is female
experience, located in the body, sensed from within.®

Bourgeois’ success in creating new visual forms has affected many younger
artists. For example the British sculptor Rachel Whiteread recently named
Bruce Nauman and Bourgeois as the two greatest influences on her work,
explaining “They’re the yin and yang of me, the conceptual and the
emotional sides.”7°

Although Louise Bourgeois was born more than forty years before
Cindy Sherman, Table 5.2 shows that her most illustrated period occurred
more than a decade later than that of Sherman. As a late bloomer, Bour-
geois is extraordinary even among great experimental artists, for the most
illustrated period in her career did not begin until she reached the age of
80. In 1988, she continued to maintain that art should not be made pri-
marily from the art of the past, as in the practice of the reigning conceptual
artists, but should grow out of perception and experience:

Art is not about art. Art is about life, and that sums it up. This remark is made
to the whole academy of artists who have attempted to derive the art of the late
1980s, to try to relate it to the study of the history of art, which has nothing to
do with art. It has to do with appropriation.”’

For Bourgeois, the greatest art came with age, for with time “you become
better in every way, morally, intellectually . .. You become better, which
is really the Chinese philosophy — the wisdom of the elders.””>

Old Masters and Young Geniuses

Conceptual innovators generally make their major contributions earlier
in their careers than do experimental innovators. Table 5.2 shows that
this is true for the artists considered here. The three conceptual artists —
Sherman, Hesse, and Kahlo — began their best periods at 24, 30, and 30,
respectively, whereas the experimental O’Keeffe began hers at 39, and
Bourgeois at 8o.

Conceptual innovators also generally make their major contributions
more suddenly than their experimental counterparts. Table 5.3 shows
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TABLE §.3. Best Single Year in Each Artist’s Career, by Total
Hlustrations in Textbooks

% of Total

Artist N Year Age Illustrations
1. Sherman 8 1978 24 2T
2. O’Keeffe 4 1926 39 13
3t. Bourgeois 3 1968, 1993 (tie) 57, 82 11
3t. Hesse 8 1966 30 30
5. Kahlo 8 1939 32 32

that this is also true for the artists considered here. Thus 21 percent of
Sherman’s total illustrations are of work done in her single best year, as
are 30 percent of Hesse’s and 32 percent of Kahlo’s, whereas only 13
percent of O’Keeffe’s total illustrations, and 11 percent of Bourgeois’s,
are accounted for by their best individual years.

The composition of retrospective exhibitions provides an independent
source of evidence on the timing of artists’ most important contributions.
In general, the museum curators who organize these exhibitions include
larger numbers of works from the periods of artists’ careers that they
consider the most important.”> For comparison to the evidence of text-
book illustrations, Table 5.4 uses the most recent major retrospective for
each of the five artists to identify both the best single year and the best
five-year period in their careers.

The retrospectives and the textbook illustrations yield nearly identical
results for four of the artists. Thus for O’Keeffe the best single year
identified by the two sources is the same; there is a difference of just
one year between the two sources for Hesse and Kahlo; and there is
a difference of just two years for Sherman. Similarly, the best five-year
periods identified by the two sources are exactly the same for O’Keeffe
and Kahlo, and they differ by just one year for both Sherman and Hesse.
For these four artists it is therefore clear that the textbooks and the
retrospectives agree on when in their careers they produced their most
important work.

For Bourgeois, the two sources do not yield identical results, but they
do agree on the basic pattern of her career. In both sources, there are
ties for her best single year: in both cases, one of the two years was age
57, while the other two years were considerably later, at 82 and 91. The
textbooks identify her best five-year period as her early eighties, and the
retrospective as her late fifties. All of this evidence is consistent with



The Greatest Women Artists of the Twentieth Century 109

TABLE §.4. Best Single Year and Best Five-Year period in Each Artist’s
Career, by Total Works in Retrospective Exhibitions

Best 5-Year
Artist Best Year Age Period Age
1. Sherman 1980 26 1977-81 23—27
2. O’Keeffe 1926 39 1926—30 39—43
3t. Bourgeois 1968, 2002 (tie) 57,91 1967-71 §6—60
3t. Hesse 1965 29 1965-69 29-33
5. Kahlo 1938 31 193741 30-34

Note: For Bourgeois, the tabulation excluded works on paper, and included only works
exhibited at all locations.

Sources: Amanda Cruz, Elizabeth Smith, and Amelia Jones, Cindy Sherman: A Retro-
spective (Chicago: Museum of Contemporary Art, 1997).

Lloyd Goodrich and Doris Bry, Georgia O’Keeffe (New York: Whitney Museum of
American Art, 1970).

Frances Morris, ed., Louise Bourgeois (London: Tate Publishing, 2007).

Helen Cooper, Eva Hesse: A Retrospective (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992).
Emma Dexter and Tanya Barson, Frida Kahlo (London: Tate Publishing, 2005).

the conclusion that Bourgeois had no single period that clearly stands
out as her greatest, and equally indicates that all of her most important
periods were at advanced ages, beginning in her late fifties and running,
remarkably, through her early nineties.

Conclusion

Artistic importance depends on influence: the most important artists are
those who have the greatest impact on the future course of their discipline.
As many art historians have stressed, in the past discrimination made it
extremely difficult for women artists to become genuinely important.
Since the 1970s this has changed, however. Not only have recent women
artists had greater opportunities to become influential, but some women
who worked in earlier times have been rediscovered, and have had new
opportunities to influence new generations of artists.

A survey of twenty-nine textbooks found that art historians generally
consider Cindy Sherman to be the most important woman artist of the
past century. Sherman entered the art world in the late T1970s, and has
had an impact not only on women’s art, but also on the importance of
photography, and its use in advanced art. Two of the other artists ranked
in the top five by the art historians — Bourgeois and Hesse — both made
their major contributions after the mid-1960s, and a third, Kahlo, has
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probably had a greater impact on art since her rediscovery in the 1970s
and 1980s than she did in her own time.

This study furthermore demonstrates that the creativity of important
women artists is not the exclusive domain of either the young or the old.
Sherman, Hesse, and Kahlo are all conceptual artists, and all made major
contributions early in their careers, whereas O’Keeffe and Bourgeois are
experimental artists, and were at their best only after decades of experi-
ence. Bourgeois’ case is extraordinary, for she persevered in developing
her sculpture in spite of decades of neglect and indifference from the art
world, and she has made her greatest work beyond the age of 8o, an
achievement that has been matched by few in the history of art.
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Creating New Genres

Conceptual Artists at Work and Play
in the Twentieth Century

Introduction

What is sculpture? What is painting? Everyone’s still clinging to outdated
ideas, obsolete definitions, as if the artist’s role was not precisely to offer
new ones.

Pablo Picasso’

The twentieth century was a time of extremely rapid and sustained artistic
innovation. One striking feature of this is the increase in the number of
kinds of art that occurred during the century. Even casual observers of the
art world are aware that some of the most popular forms among contem-
porary artists, including video and installation, are of recent vintage. Yet
although all narratives of the art of the past century discuss many new
art forms, none has systematically surveyed these innovations. Doing so
shows that dozens of new genres of art were invented during the twenti-
eth century, and reveals some surprisingly strong general characteristics
that unite what have usually been considered as widely disparate artistic
forms, lacking any overall coherence or commonality. Overall, this sur-
vey clarifies our understanding of how and why the art of the twentieth
century stands apart from earlier art.

Format

This chapter will present a chronological narrative of forty-nine artistic
genres that were invented during the twentieth century. These vary con-
siderably in importance: some are widely used today, while others are
rare or extinct. Of the forty-nine genres, twenty-two are contained as

I12
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entries in the Oxford English Dictionary. Each of these, when first men-
tioned, will be footnoted to its OED entry; unless noted otherwise, these
references will be to the second edition, as reprinted in 1991. Another
twenty-seven genres are included in this chapter: all of these are discussed
in a leading textbook of art history. When first mentioned, each of these
nine genres will be footnoted to the relevant discussion in the fifth edition
of H. H. Arnason’s History of Modern Art. To facilitate locating all the
genres discussed within this chapter, each of the twenty-two that appear
in the OED will be marked by a single asterisk the first time it appears in
the text, while each of the other twenty-seven genres will be marked by
two asterisks.

A note is in order here on the precise nature of the terms selected for
discussion. “Genre” can be used to refer to the style of works of art, but
this is not the concern here: this chapter is not about the invention of
Fauvism, Cubism, and the many other schools or styles of art invented
in the last century. Rather, this chapter is concerned with new categories
of art. Each of these constitutes a new art form. In each case, the words
included in the chapter can be applied not only to a type of art in general,
but can designate a single work — for example a collage, or a joiner, to
anticipate the first and last genres chronologically.

The Beginning

Early in 1912, Pablo Picasso made a small oval painting that included a
piece of oil cloth, printed to imitate chair caning, glued to the canvas. As
John Golding later explained, “This was the first collage,* that is to say the
first painting in which extraneous objects or materials are applied to the
picture surface.”” The invention of collage “struck the most violent blow
yet at traditional painting,” because it violated a fundamental tradition
that had been honored since the Renaissance, that nothing other than
paint should be placed on the two-dimensional surface of the support,
and because it did this in a particularly irreverent way, by using “bits of
rubbish.”?

Art historians have long considered collage a far-reaching innovation:
so for example Golding commented that “The aesthetic implications of
collage as a whole were vast, and its invention was to lead to a whole
series of developments in twentieth-century art.”# In the discipline of
art history, however, it has not generally been appreciated just how vast
the implications of the innovation of collage have been, for these go
far beyond aesthetic considerations. When he made S#ill Life with Chair
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Caning, Picasso set in motion a remarkable series of events that would
make the art of the twentieth century fundamentally different from that of
all earlier centuries. During the next six decades, the invention of dozens
of new artistic genres would radically transform the functions as well as
the appearance of art.

That collage initiated this process is fitting for a number of reasons.
The inventor himself was an archetype. Not only was Picasso the most
important artist of the twentieth century, but when he made S#ll Life
with Chair Caning at the age of 31, he became the first in the line of
dozens of young innovators who would transform twentieth-century art
by creating new genres. And like virtually all of those later innovators,
Picasso was a conceptual artist, whose contributions were the embodi-
ments of new ideas. Collage was an archetypal conceptual innovation, for
it dramatically and decisively broke the rules of an existing art form. And
it was also an archetype in that, like many of the later conceptual innova-
tions in twentieth-century art, it was synthetic, and involved combining
previously disparate elements into a single work.

The 19105

The impact of Picasso’s example in creating a new genre was almost
immediate. Since 1909, Picasso had worked closely with Georges Braque
in developing Cubism. The two spent August of 1912 working together
in Sorgues, a small town in the South of France. Picasso left to return to
Paris at the beginning of September. In Picasso’s absence, within the next
few weeks, Braque created the first papier collé,* Fruit Dish and Glass,
by attaching three pieces of wallpaper, printed to resemble wood-grain,
to a charcoal still life.> Braque later recalled, “After having made the
[first] papier collé I felt a great shock, and it was an even greater shock
for Picasso when I showed it to him.”® Papier collé was obviously related
to the innovation of collage, but it produced an effect that Picasso had
not recognized. In the earlier stages of Cubism, Picasso and Braque had
largely abandoned color as a result of their concern with using shading to
give solidity to the flat planes of the fragments into which they broke the
objects they represented. Papier collé presented a way to reintroduce color
into their art, for it showed how they could symbolize objects through
the use of flat colored planes. This ushered in a new synthetic phase in
the two artists’ development of Cubism. Thus George Heard Hamilton
pointed to the rapid development from Braque’s innovation: “The skill
and authority with which both artists manipulated their discoveries can
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be seen in papier collés executed only a few months later, where an
‘analytical’ fragmentation of objects was succeeded by their ‘synthetic’
construction from forms not originally derived from them.””

A trip to Paris in 1913 prompted the young Russian artist Vladimir
Tatlin to give up painting in favor of sculpture. His key experience in
Paris was a visit to Picasso’s studio, where Tatlin saw some small three-
dimensional works that Picasso had made, in a Cubist idiom, from pieces
of paper, sheet metal, and wire. Upon his return to Moscow later in 1913,
Tatlin began to make sculptures with the same kinds of scrap materials
Picasso had used, but which Tatlin systematically organized into forms
through the use of geometric planning. Searching for a name for his
new works, Tatlin tried several, including painterly relief — signifying
the works’ intermediate position between painting and sculpture — before
settling on the name counter-relief.**® Tatlin chose this name to emphasize
his objection to traditional sculptural relief, and it has become associated
with his innovation.® Tatlin’s emphasis on the use of common materials
that were not associated with the tradition of fine art struck a responsive
chord with a number of young Russian artists who wanted to create forms
for a new mass audience, and over the course of the next few years the
concept of construction* came to be associated with Tatlin’s work."® The
precise date when this began is unclear, but by 1920 the term construction
was used by Russian artists to refer both to a process for making art
works and to the final result of that process.”” By that time, Tatlin had
been recognized as the founder of Constructivism, with followers who
included Naum Gabo and Alexander Rodchenko. In keeping with Tatlin’s
