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Lucy R. Lippard, who has been a free-lance art critic since 1965, was
born in 1937. She received her B.A. from Smith College and her M.A.
from New York University. In 1968 Miss Lippard was awarded a Guggen-
heim Fellowship to prepare her forthcoming book called Ad Reinhardt:
Art as Art. She is also the author of The Graphic Work of Philip Ever-
good (1966), Pop Art (1966), Tony Smith (1970, being published in Ger-
many), and the editor of two companion volumes, Surrealists on Art
(1970) and Dadas on Art (1970). Miss Lippard’s critical essays have ap-
peared regularly in the leading art journals as well as The Hudson Re-
view, and from 1965 to 1967 she was a contributing editor to Art Inter-
national. She has organized numerous exhibition catalogues, including
557,087)955,000/3,549,000 in Seattle, Vancouver, and Buenos Aires. She
teaches at the School of Visual Arts in New York City.
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Foreword

André Ferminier writes: “What has perhaps been most damag-
ing to the art critic is the prodigious gobbledygook that with
him takes the place of a vocabulary; and the prefaces to ex-
hibition catalogs in particular would provide a classic anthol-
ogy of the art of saying nothing.” * While this quotation aptly
describes much of what passes for art criticism today, the work
of Lucy Lippard represents the opposite pole. Of all con-
temporary art critics, Lippard 1s undoubtedly the most per-
spicuous and pragmatic. However, lucidity alone does not
result in intelligent criticism; an understanding of the iden-
tification of the craft is indeed a prerequisite for useful criti-
cism. The pieces reprinted in this volume interest because
they are strong and thought provoking, and because they are
about 1ssues and problems in recent art, rather than formal
descriptions and analyses.

More importantly, however, Lippard deals with i1ssues not
usually taken for granted—issues that frequently possess the
stature of sacred cows. Their debunking always results 1n
lively reading as well as significant aesthetic insight. For ex-

* Art and Confrontation (Greenwich, Conn.: New York Graphic Society,
1970), p. 49.
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i

ample, she notes: . that the so-called cult of the new, with
which artists and critics are constantly accused of being
obsessed, is actually a self-imposed cult of the difficult.” Lip-
pard thus contradicts her own pronouncement: “If criticism
really comes to grips with [difficult] ideas, it is not likely to be
particularly entertaining.”

Inevitably, Lippard confronts the nature and responsibili-
ties of art criticism today. At the very start of the game she
decides: “Criticism has little to do with consistency; for con-
sistency has to do with logical systems, whereas criticism is or
should be dialectical and thrive on contradiction and change.”
The broad variety of topics discussed within these essays
fundamentally revolves around the artistic and aesthetic de-
velopments of the New York School during the latter part
of the Sixties. They include discussions of major artists and
exhibitions of the period and, even though some of the ex-
hibitions with which she is concerned may not be exclusively
about art of the period, they were organized and viewed ac-
cording to the sensibilities and preoccupations of the period—
a fact that Lippard appreciates. As a result, her discussions
of these exhibits are of much greater interest to us today
than they would have been had she simply prepared “re-
views ' according to an inflexible academic formula. Thus
she demonstrates, in her own words, that “. . . flexibility . . .
1s a basic component of originality.”

In the essay entitled “Rejective Art” Lippard explains why
she chooses that label over “Minimal” or “Primary,” and notes
that the art it encompasses is “. . . founded upon a more
negative premise than is usual.” So the reader is prepared for
the later developments of the “Conceptual” school discussed
in the 1968 essay “T’he Dematerialization of Art,” an essay that
was the earliest and still one of the most perceptive critiques
of this recent art development.

The enormous problems faced by the modern artist as he
begins to assume a new responsibility—that of actually re-
structuring the sensibilities of the society—are also confronted

by the critic who may be expected to alter dramattcally his
notions about the nature of his craft, as well as his responsi-
bility to both artist and public.
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The revolution in perception will necessarily be accom-
panied by a revolution in all communicative processes, in-
cluding art and its criticism. Future volumes in this series on
modern art criticism will include more works that expand
conventional ideas about the function of criticism and at the
same time offer positive alternatives to traditional practices.
If, as Lucy Lippard points out, “Criticism, like history, i1s a
form of fiction,” then it is clear that the potential for new
forms of criticism 1s infinite, and the development of experi-
mental critical frontiers that can be enjoyed and valued by a
revolutionary society is restricted only by the imagination of
the critics themselves.

GREGORY BATTCOCK
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Prefatory Notes

Reading over the essays included here 1 have wondered if any
of them need see the light again. In less than five years of
writing I have frequently changed my mind—not often about
the stature of specific artists, but about the place of their work
in the network of ideas and objects that constitutes current
art. If there is a connecting thread in the contents of this
book it i1s the relationship between internal and external
change, my own seeing/thinking process and that of the art
about which I write. The only reason to reprint these texts
1s 1n order to expose that flux, to read them again in a broader
context, and to see how clearly, if at all, certain constant pre-
occupations (the dialectic between Dada chaos or ambiguity

and rejective formal precision first among them) survive the
changes.

*

Not very far beneath the surface of these essays 1s an almost
daily frustration and doubt about the role of criticism itself.
On the one hand, the core of the matter, the core at which the
artist 1s working, usually evades elucidation; on the other,
attempts at elucidation are clearly necessary, providing the art
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audience, the artist, and the would-be artist with an arena
in which to disagree and to clarify the issues. Recently I have
seen vital, growing art scenes in other cities, bereft of good
criticism, and the artists themselves are the first to complain,
since they have the most to lose. I can bemoan the rapid pace
forced upon a free-lance critic who does not want to teach,
or write for the mass media. But the serious working critic
(as opposed to the serious but less regularly writing curator
or scholar) is subjected to the same pressures, insights, and
quick changes as the artist, and as the art world in general;
the resulting flexibility has a value not merely sociological,
and a character not merely sensational or superficial. It can
provoke an acute openness, an irregular but penetrating man-
ner of seeing and writing about what is seen. The lines along
which such a body of work i1s composed may seem irrational,
but at some point its individual order must become apparent.

*

I have no critical system, which should be patently obvious
from the contents of this book. At times I wish I did, but
then I think of the distortions that occur when a critic has a
system and must cram all the art he likes into those close
quarters. Criticism, like history, is a form of fiction. Moreover,
so-called objective criteria always boil down to indefinable
subjective prejudices, which are the plagues of writing about
the immediate present. When cornered, I describe my own
criteria as clarity, directness, honesty, lack of pretense and
prettiness, even a kind of awkwardness (for which I have been
chastised, since that is supposed to be the worst kind of ro-
mantic Americanism). But then, no one will admit that the
work he likes is muddy, indirect, dishonest, pretentious, or
pretty, so such word lists mean very little.

*

Criticism as we have it now, as I write it now, often lags
far behind the art it treats. Exclusive, judgment-oriented writ-
ing that experteases an all too willing audience of lay victims
may diminish when that audience diminishes. The young are
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involved in other things. This is not to say that art writing
is obsolete. The more that artists write about their own work
and ideas, the livelier the dialogue between artist and
critic, work and words, is likely to become. And there will
always be some sort of audience for explanation, “apprecia-
tion,” and‘interpretation as well as for an information-ori-
ented, perceptual, and speculative analysis, just as there will
always be a decorative art coexisting with broader researches.

*

There are a lot of elusive 1deas in the air today that vanish
as soon as they hit the ground, or the page, but eventually
reappear in more tangible form. Involved as I am right now
with experience, or perception, with the ramifications of ex-
tending visual experience into new spaces, and perhaps to new
audiences, more rapidly than has previously been possible,
I should like to create a fragmentary criticism of cross-refer-
ences. Instead of setting up more of the namable theoretical
thickets that exist around experience, I should like to cut
away some of the transitional undergrowth to expose more
clearly the irregular tempo of art in 1970. Such an approach
seems more specific, more like direct communication, than the
traditionally unified methods depending on literary transi-
tions. We are learning to make the jumps ourselves. I have
written only one thing that utilizes such fragmentation, a
randomly organized, and constantly reorganized, catalogue
for an exhibition (“557,087/955,000”; Seattle and Vancouver
1969-70) in which my twenty text cards were shuffled in with
the other eighty 4” x 6” index cards containing the artists’
contributions and general information. I was less pleased with
the content than the form, but found it stimulating to have
to write in non sequiturs. Except for the last essays, however,
the work reprinted here dates from 1966-67, and represents
only the training ground for further attempts at such projects.

LLucy R. LIPPARD

New York City
January 1969/March 1970
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On the Book’s Form

I had originally planned to add extensive footnotes to each
essay in which I would argue with myself on points concern-
ing which I have changed my mind, but my complaints were
too broad and I was too lazy to follow it through. And some
of the issues I was then involved in now seem so irrelevant
that they are better ignored than prolonged.

I have omitted essays on Ad Reinhardt and Tony Smith
because both have served as the bases for books now in press.
I also omitted the early pieces whose interest is largely chrono-
logical. For instance, “The Third Stream,” written in the fall
of 1964, was the first article published on Primary Structures,
and in retrospect it i1s unbearably naive, not only due to my
own 1nexperience, but also because information about the
new work at that early stage was insufficient for a discussion

in depth. When this book’s production was delayed, I added
WO recent essays.

I have done a minimum of editing: correcting factual and
grammatical errors, cutting what are now extraneous details
about installation or lists of participants in exhibitions, and
adding a few footnotes (indicated by daggers) where updating
seemed necessary, where I have changed my mind, or where
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I could not resist comment. Otherwise, the texts stand as

they were published.
I should particularly like to thank James Fitzsimmons of

Art International, Robert Ryman, John Chandler, and Sol
LeWitt for information, argument, and encouragement over
the period most of these essays were written.

L.R.L.
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Change and Criticism:

Consistency
and Small Minds’

You could not step twice in the same river; for other

and yet other waters are ever flowing on.
HERACLITUS

The past should be altered by the present as much as the

present is altered by the past.
T. S. ELioT

In the midst of the flux and transitional confusions that char-
acterize advanced art, a contemporary art critic’'s major pre-
occupation must be how to establish criteria flexible enough
to encompass rapid and radical change. He must decide how
to handle a change of mind (his own as well as the artist’s), how
to distinguish between innovation and novelty, derivation and
originality. The question “Is it art?”’ is no longer paramount.
The ramifications and refinements of Duchamp’s fifty-year-old
assertion that anything is art if the artist says it is, have made
the query beside the point. The question boils down to “Is 1t
good art or bad art?” and also, perhaps, “Who are the artistse”

* Reprinted from Art International, Vol. XI, No. 9 (November, 1967).
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The ‘“tradition of the new,” by now taken for granted, has
drastically altered the roles of both critic and artist, and ac-
cordingly, the critic’s relationship to the artist has also changed.

For example, today's emphasis on a highly conceptual art
has produced more artist-writers than usual, and they often
produce full-length essays rather than the traditionally isolated
“statement”’ or autobiographical fragment. The writing artist
i1s doing the same sort of thinking on paper that the critic does,
employing the same sort of dialectical process through the
same articulation and conscious understanding of the issues,
though his self-criticism will lead to action. In his work, the
artist reserves the right to change his mind; in his writing too,
he can provide his own context and maintain a rare independ-
ence from the stream of critical opinion. There is a certain
amount of competition involved, which can be hard on the
critic. The artist’s published material, out of the horse’s mouth
or not, must be rigorously dealt with by the professional writer,
who must beware of taking all of an artist’s assertions of pur-
pose or influence at face value. It is, after all, forgivable for
an artist not to know or care about his historical debts, but it
is unforgivable for a critic not to recognize the exhausted or
undeveloped form, the degrees of influence and originality.

T. S. Eliot wrote that the critic must have above all a “very
highly developed sense of fact,”” and that interpretation “‘is
only legitimate when it is not interpretation at all, but merely
putting the reader in possession of the facts which he otherwise
would have missed.” 1 When the artist publishes his own inten-
tions, the critic 1s spared a certain amount of interpretation,
but since these intentions are part of the facts the critic must
acknowledge (he need not approve the results), it is important
for him to have some contact with the artist. There are dis-
senters who feel that the dangers of knowing an artist per-
sonally outweigh the advantages of a stimulating dialogue. Yet
lack of such dialogue creates a highly artificial situation. The
best that can be said for criticism—at heart a secondhand
meétier, entirely dependent on the works in question—is that

1 The Eliot quotations used here are from two essays: “Tradition and
the Individual Talent,” and “The Function of Criticism,” Selected Essays
(New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1960), pp. 3-22.
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it enables the practitioner to participate in, consider at length,
and transmit or articulate the issues brought up by the art
itself, rather than dumbly “appreciating” (or dumbly follow-
ing the artist’s lead either, for that matter). Straight man or
not, the critic cannot be starry-eyed about the Creative Artist.
On the contrary, the most valid reason for contact between
critic and artist 1s that the critic becomes close enough to the
art-making experience to understand and tolerate as well as
admire the whole complex situation in which the artist oper-
ates; he becomes familiar enough to criticize instead ot simply
to like or dislike, to create his own i1deas instead of simply to
judge.

On a fundamental level, the critic’s right to set himselt up
as judge should be questioned. What judgment he makes
should be not on the values of the stylistic direction as a whole,
which 1s out of his hands, but on the degree to which the indi-
vidual work or concept furthers or alters that whole. Analysis
and comparison of intention and relative achievement as well
as of the works produced are invaluable. It is often said that a
judge should be aloof, detached, objective, disengaged, not
involved with criminals; but the critic must be immersed in
the art underworld and know all the prevalent attitudes,
events, relevancies, and irrelevancies in order to develop his
“sense of fact” 1n relation to the current situation. For he
records rather than reforms, discusses rather than disposes. His
criteria depend on perception, not preconception. A judg-
ment on contemporary art is tentatively true, like a scientist’s
law and unlike a legislator’s law. The critic’s judgments are
entirely different from the court’s. The courtroom judge de-
cides whether a particular act has broken a prescribed law. But
since the artist himself legislates as to what constitutes art, the
critic’s role is descriptive rather than prescriptive. Criticism
has little to do with consistency; for consistency has to do with
logical systems, whereas criticism 1s or should be dialectical,
and thrive on contradiction and change.

Thus the contemporary critic’s real task 1s not simply a su-
perficial combination of the historian’s and the aesthetician’s.
Categorization, placement, attribution, and the stabilization of
universal criteria are secondary to constant adjustment, im-
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mediate recognition of change within the art itself. The art
under scrutiny should even be reflected in the critic’s approach,
whether or not it is wholeheartedly endorsed. It would be ridic-
ulous to write a line-for-line, shape-for-shape formalist analy-
sis of a Rauschenberg or a Dali or a LeWitt, or poetic paeans
about a Judd. Rigid style, like rigid preconception, is a threat
to perceptive criticism. One must approach new concepts with-
out asking that they measure up to standards applicable only
to their predecessors or their opposites. It 1s more dangerous to
know what you like than what you don’t like. Awareness of
contemporary attitude, mood, issues, must be backed up by
a set of working criteria, constantly in the experimental stage,
which emerge and change, though not radically, with each
new work confronted. If I could not enjoy very difterent kinds
of art, based on very different values, if my criteria were fixed
for once and for all, I would feel cheated. But such experimen-
tal criteria must be backed up by as much intellectual rigor as
can be mustered, and that indefinable faculty, “a good eye,”
and, finally, must rest on a solid foundation of looking, of
having looked at all kinds of art, not just what one expects to
like. The critic forms his own ideas of recent history before the
historians have their “distance.”

Art history profits from, and is often patronizing about, criti-
cism’s mistakes. A contemporary critic takes risks, and sacri-
fices the possibility of eternal rectitude to the less dignified task
of eternal revision. (Though it should be said that all history
1s 1n fact contemporary history because it 1s written 1in the pres-
ent and is a product of all the interests and preconceptions of
the present.) The rewards of contemporary criticism lie in the
act of looking at art and allowing oneself time to experience
and reexperience it, to think, consider, articulate, vacillate,
and articulate again. Contemporary criticism is no place for
someone who hopes to be right all or even most of the time.
Bewilderingly rapid and not always significant change en-
courages an 1llogical criticism that sets up a dialogue between
historical and visual fact and opinion in some sort of “open
form,” rather than establishing a pedantic system that allows
for no variation and is perfect only in its restrictions. It is this
endless self-correction that is the most interesting aspect of art
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writing. Oscar Wilde called criticism the highest form of auto-
biography. 1 should hope it would not be autobiography, or
self-expression, but autodidacticism, a demonstration of the
learning process in print, and, ideally, a demonstration of the
extent to which the art discussed 1s stimulating.

The art scene itself 1s an endless self-corrective process; its
workings are more evident the more it accelerates and con-
denses. Today movements are just that; they have no time to
stagnate before they are replaced. Much current art is made 1n
reply to issues raised by previous art. This self-critical aspect
need not be strictly evolutionary, but can instead be seen as a
continuous lattice of interrelating unlike elements. The con-
necting grid consists of the ideas and articulations that a new
art can force from a constant observer—a substantiation ot the
“ideas 1n the air,” and their relation to the unlike objects—
the art. The critical lattice (a four-dimensional one, including
the time element) shows not only how the various arts looked
when they were first seen, but their interrelationships and pos-
sibilities at the time; it can chart the structural growth of
these possibilities.

A style or so-called movement emerges, crystallizes, splits
into several directions over this period. As it does, the critic
too finds himself divided. At the beginning of a “trend,” simi-
larities are stressed. The critic’s job is to document the emer-
gence of a common sensibility or style. As the style becomes
more widespread and visible, the differences between the works
and intentions become more important. It is not unusual to
have to revise or contradict oneself on points one knows to
have been correct when written but which have since become
elementary, irrelevant, or even inaccurate.

The issue is change and degree of change. The “sense of
fact” can be overdone. Teutonic scholarship is not necessarily
germane. Aesthetic value is not based solely on consistency, the
“mark of small minds,” but on the flexibility that is a basic
component of originality. In the historical sense, everything is
derivative; immaculate conceptions are entirely absent from
art history. Yet a group of artists may begin to work spon-
taneously and independently in a certain direction, responding
to as yet undefined issues, without any conscious influence from
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earlier movements. The best of the primary structures have
been related to all strict, classical, geometric art of the past.
And they do relate. Nevertheless, the rejective trend took
more impetus from recent painting than from earlier sculp-
ture, and the break made with earlier relational geometric art
was actually radical. Again, a matter of degree.

From the other extreme, there are always 1solated lesser
artists who have, say, made target paintings years before Jasper
Johns. But Johns’s recognition of the target (and his num-
ber, letter, map paintings) as two-dimensional subject matter
for a two-dimensional surface, and all the attendant ambigui-
ties, was innovatory. Before Johns, the target as a design could
be traced to innumerable prototypes back through ancient
times. After Johns, the target became an idea to be reckoned
with, and as 1t turned out, a fertile one, formally and con-
ceptually. The new, even when it 1s not tremendously valuable
in itself, always contains the possibility of significant change.

Change of course is not necessarily progress. This too must
be a critical preoccupation. Immediate acceptance of the new
for the sake of novelty alone is condoned only by journalists
whose interest lies in the sensational. In fact, there comes a
time for all critics (usually after they have been writing pro-
lifically for some time) when they confront a trend to which
they are congenitally unsympathetic and to which they cannot
respond. No one critic, no matter how well informed and cath-
olic in taste, can develop standards that will prepare him for
all aesthetic events.

Yet I must admit to a conviction that if something is new,
“catches on,” and becomes relatively widespread, it is likely
to be valid, and will probably have unforeseen and positive
results, even when the initial manifestation seems superficial
or dangerously exciting. When a new idea resolves or stimu-
lates 1deas already held by a number of other artists, then it is
probably an innovation and not mere novelty. While there is
no infallible test for originality, one of the best indications is a
work’s ultimate influence on the art that succeeds it. Origi-
nality could be called novelty that endures through influence

and provides enduring aesthetic or intellectual satisfaction in
itself.

— L e—— N L o AR
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Thus the artists themselves are generally the best judges of
innovation; if a contribution is picked up and carried on (by
means of opposition as well as acceptance), it is likely to ac-
quire substance and become important to the continuity and
eventually to the history of art. A gimmick, a mere novelty,
exhausts itselt quickly, often helped along by minor artists who
recognize its capacity for easy adaptation. It is frequently
alarming to find out what work does not survive a short period
like five years, which artists can go no farther with their one
original idea. Some may be resting on their laurels, others have
been carried beyond their ability by a single situation.

Innovation can be corrupted, or hidden, too. Some poten-
tially major contributions never become influential and are
recalled long after the fact when related events occur, as proto-
typal. There are cases where an original work leads to other
innovations that eventually overshadow and surpass it. It is
not uncommon for a good, but not great, artist to make the
original step which provokes several masterpieces by others
and changes the course of history. Yet he will be “neglected”
in favor of the real masters who not only perceived the origi-
nality of his step but understood and were capable of extend-
ing its consequences far more profoundly. Finally, only a mas-
terpiece remains as satisfying in its originality long after the
original aspects have been extended by other work. And mas-
terpieces, perhaps for this reason, tend to come at the maturity
rather than the inception of a trend or style.t

Originality not only can be but should be a basic criterion
for aesthetic judgment. Effects and methods in art do get ex-
hausted. Someone painting today like Rembrandt (who al-
ways seems to be the painter brought up by reactionaries, justi-
fying Duchamp’s note for a ready-made: “Make an ironing
board out of a Rembrandt”) is what Rembrandt would have
been had he painted like Raphael. He would not have been
Rembrandt, and the neoacademic painter today who retains
some of Rembrandt’s style is no one either, certainly not Rem-
brandt.

The element of originality is not always related to surprise,

t I realize now I could find examples both to prove and to disprove
this statement. It is an impossible generalization.
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but it often is. Surprise does not have to be shock or a nouveau
frisson. At times it 1s part of that deeper satisfaction that results
when something expected turns up in an unexpected guise, the
best example being in music, when an anticipated final note is
worked out in an unusual way; while the rhythm satisfies the
expectation, the solution itself affords new pleasure. Within
the system of radical change dominating the art world at the
moment, the alert and well-trained observer is rarely surprised
by the new or original in its general occurrence; the next log-
ical step or reaction to current styles is usually at least vaguely
predictable before it has become wholly visible. What is sur-
prising 1s the specific manifestation. The artist’s individual
genius, his solution to that next step, no matter how logical it
seems after the fact, never ceases to surprise me.

The novelty ot Pop Art, for instance, has been so disturbing
to some observers that they fail even now to see the originality
achieved by several of its makers. The reversal of taste afforded
by Pop and by the sensibility of which Pop was the first obvious
manifestation is still good for an argument, is still touted as a
distasteful aberration promulgated only by those critics whor-
ing after the approval of collectors and Loose publications.
This, in spite of the fact that anyone in close contact with the
work of younger artists cannot help seeing its very broad effect
on both abstract and figurative art. I have felt, in turn, that
Op Art, prominently billed as Seitz for sore eyes, was an un-
inspired product of artificial insemination. Yet recently I have
had to note that certain aspects of perceptual abstraction for-
mulated by lesser Op artists are being rethought to more orig-
inal ends by younger abstract painters and sculptors, which
bolsters my conviction that if it seems new, it has a good chance
of being valuable.

I am aware that in advocating change and novelty, I am
setting myself up for all those timeless shots at contemporary
critics as opportunists, faddists, public relations men, and his-
torical illiterates. Actually, I should be one of the last to deny
that knowledge of historical method and an eye to broad his-
torical pattern are valuable for contemporary criticism. But
utter dependence on historical method in a time of such great
change encourages premature decisions and categorization and
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results in intellectual stagnation. One cannot set up critical
systems when the recent past is constantly altered by the im-
mediate present.

Critical ambivalence toward change arises from the fact that
it is easier and usually more satisfying not to change one’s mind
according to the changes in the art, but to retain fixed criteria,
to mark out one area of study and bury oneself i1n it, continu-
ing to discuss and explore minutely that single area, than to
have to look up with new eyes as new works appear and subtly
alter the boundaries of that area. The critic who out of moralist
and loyalist zeal confines himself to one strain of art, remaining
Fogg-bound from all other tendencies, 1s a masochist, resigned
to looking at art he cannot allow himself to like (on top of the
general limitations everyone has in view of personal capacity
for enjoyment and stimulation). Worse still, he is likely to find
the artists he has fixed upon departing from the status quo,
outdistancing him, and forcing him to extremes of syllogism in
order “logically” to defend his stance.

While I deplore the economic and social pressures of change
on the artist, I cannot join the doom-sayers who seem to feel
that Art has been destroyed by the present sensibility. Younger
critics and artists have matured in a period accustomed to
rapid change. Observers in and out of the art world complain
about the speed and apparent heedlessness with which aes-
thetic decisions are made, demonstrated, exhausted, or con-
tinued into new manners. The person who sufters most 1s the
artist, but it is also the artist who takes the responsibility, in-
sisting upon a quality and intensity that is extremely difhcult
to maintain. The result of many complex factors within the
art world, the so-called cult of the new is actually a cult of the
difficult. One artist around thirty feels that ten years is as long
as such a pace can be kept up within the high standards he has
set himself. While most don’t go that far, the prevailing re-
placement of styles and concepts is a result of that pace.

Rapid change also produces its share of easy art—Good De-
sign and retrograde potboilers with a vast area of attractive,
unambitious art in between. A tremendous amount of medi-

t See pp. 112-119 of this book.
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ocrity is publicly exhibited today, as often in the museums as
in commercial galleries and tourist traps. And there is a ridic-
ulous overemphasis on ‘“names’” in the center of the advanced
art world, a willingness to forget that the best artists make some
bad paintings, that a good painter is not necessarily a great
painter. In this regard, formalist criticism, based on the im-
personal analysis and comparison first advocated by literary
critics like Hulme, Eliot, Richards, and Leavis, in the early
part of the century, was particularly valuable when it appeared
around 1960, for it called attention to the individual properties
of works, artists, and periods, and forced the mind and eye to
work together, omitting extraneous speculation and emotion-
alism and purging art criticism of most of the permissive lyri-
cism and literary generalization of the 1950’s.

Formalism’s specificity did a good deal to clear the air and
to bring the critical method closer to the antisentimental ap-
proach of the art, though its major drawback was a tendency to
eliminate from its evolutionary systems an increasing amount
of the better art being done. Ironically, after a brief flirtation
with the hardest, coldest, most detailed formal analysis, most
younger critics have moved back toward generalization and a
broader approach, at times incorporating conceptions filtered
in from other, extra-art realms. Much recent writing retains
its art for art’s sake backbone without expending much de-
scriptive energy on the analysis of single works. Rapid change
and preoccupation with the new encourages generalization
because a general approach is more flexible. Flexible ideas, in
turn, contribute indirectly to change by their openness.

One need not litke the new. The well-informed, “well-seen”
reader need only disagree intelligently. Yet far more common
1s the armchair amateur who comes to new art and its com-
mentary bowed under preconceptions of unchanging defini-
tions of Art and Beauty. He does not understand the new
because he is voluntarily unequipped to understand, and he
will rant about how the cult of the new is being put over on
him, forgetting that only the ignorant are easily “put on.” Such
a reader prefers to swallow the word of anyone who supports
his initial distaste for the new. Worse still, he loses sight of the
fact that the crux of these issues lies not in what is written




Change and Criticism: Consistency and Small Minds 33

about them, but in what has been accomplished in the work
written about. Some of the most avid fans of The New York
Times’s senior critic have never seen nine-tenths of the art he
writes about. Such a reader will resist the invitation to dia-
logue implicit in good criticism; he will look for the passive
entertainment he is accustomed to getting from the mass media
rather than the active pleasure of participation in intellectual
pleasures. As Wallace Stevens once wrote: “No one tries to be
more lucid than 1. If I do not succeed, it is not a question of
my English nor of yours, but I should say of something not
communicated because not shared.”

I, for one, would rather supply an arena, in which my own
and others’ opinions can meet, than make taste. The kind of
criticism I like is not “educational” in an all too common
sense of “educational.” That 1s, it does not tell people how
to think, or how to act as though they have thought, but shows
rather than tells and explains. Criticism should not have to
interpret, except in Eliot’s sense of interpretation as presenta-
tion of less accessible facts. Freedom from interpretation pro-
vides freedom for clearer statement, aimed at those who have
looked at enough art and paid enough attention to read that
statement. Unfortunately, Art Education and criticism geared
to “appreciation,” to the formation of its audience’s taste,
rarely meets the intellectual standards necessary to stimulate
ideas of any profundity and endurance, ideas that will prolong
and intensify the art experience for the viewer. Too much jour-
nalism and educational writing attempts to be enjoyable in-
stead of thought provoking. It founders in superficiality and
oversimplification; at the other extreme, much specialized crit-
icism 1s confused, rhetorical, and heavy-handedly “scholarly.”
The 1deal medium might be the “literary sensibility” which,
unlike journalism, “is geared to the timeless. . . . It is willing
and solicitous to allow things their complexity, and to respect
the irreducibility of much of the best art to anything like
simple statement or basic English; and it is really concerned
with pleasing one reader only: its owner, with his uncompro-
mising demands on his abilities.” 2

2 John Simon, The New York Times, August 20, 1967, Sec. 2, p. 1.
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How much the nonprofessional art audience gains from the
most thoroughly considered discussion of specialized issues is
another story. For, like the making of art, criticism is basically
self-indulgent. The artist does not set out to change the visible
world or reform taste; his expansion of how people see or his
comments on the world are by-products of the initial impulse
to make art. One of the casualties of a preoccupation with the
new is Communication, as the word i1s understood by teachers
and television moralists. The responsibility of even the most
casual art observer and reader of criticism to think, to look
thoughtfully, 1s practically unacknowledged. The burden 1is
left on the critic’s shoulders, and if the critic shrugs it off in
order to settle down to serious work, he cannot be blamed.
If he 1s to face 1ssues directly and honestly rather than through
a simplified veil of explanation to others, he will open doors
only for those who want them opened enough to push a little.
Difhcult art generates ideas and issues difficult to articulate. If
criticism really comes to grips with these ideas, it is not likely
to be particularly entertaining. A committed, and even pro-

fessional, audience is ultimately the committed critic’s only
audience.



Heroic Years from
Humble Treasures: Notes on

African and Modern Art”

1570962

To the contemporary eye and sensibility, traditional African
sculpture i1s extraordinarily beautiful. We are blasé about 1ts
exoticism, or barbarism, having often surpassed these ourselves
by now; we take for granted its plastic force, and cannot fully
share the experience of the French artists around 1904 who
were discovering it for the first time, any more than we can
plumb its originally intended depths. But we can easily share
the attraction to such a dramatic, nonnaturalistic rendition ot
natural forms, all the more so since familiarity with contem-
porary abstract art has accustomed us to its subtleties. The
African artist is perhaps the purest exponent of “significant
form,” and while his choice of these forms is symbolically de-
termined, it led away from the naturalism with which the
Western artist had come to a dead end. It signaled the vitality
of a formal tradition, broadening the possibilities of art. The
greatest lesson primitive sculpture had to teach the European
artist may have been the ability of abstract and geometric
forms to convey emotional force.tf A general rather than a spe-

* Reprinted from Art International, Vol. X, No. 7 (September, 1966).
T Although here in New York one has only to walk a block—from the
Museum of Primitive Art to the Museum of Modern Art—in order to
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cific lesson, it has since been much misunderstood. Any dis-
cussion of African and modern art must keep in mind the
differences between the two as well as seeking out the simi-
larities. One of the salient facts is that “whatever the type of
distortion, and whatever its function, Negro sculpture is con-
spicuously wanting in what we should call ‘romantic agony’
. the distortions are so controlled that they also transmit
a feeling of serenity.” 1 As Robert Goldwater, the leading au-
thority on the subject, has repeatedly pointed out, African
art is founded on a “preoccupation with other things which
does away with a subjective artistic personality.” 2
The relationship between African and early twentieth-cen-
tury art is a confused one, usually overemphasized and over-
simplified by the literature of instant art appreciation. In
1926 Paul Guillaume and Thomas Munro correctly cited the
prime contribution of Africa as “a general method and a store-
house of materials; its way of building up a design from the
dissociated parts of a natural object, and the array of actual
designs it achieved by this method . . . are capable of infinite
development.” 3 Earlier enthusiasts had offered more extrava-
gant claims, suggesting that ‘“Negro Art” (both African and
Oceanic) dominated modern culture. In 1916, Marius de Zayas
could write that “Abstract representations didn’t exist in Eu-
rope till acquaintance with African art,” and abstract art i1s
“unquestionably the offspring of Negro Art.”4 Max Jacob

draw this or conflicting conclusions, the following notes were prompted
instead by two exhibitions in Houston, Texas. The first, “Humble Treas-
ures,” at the University of Saint Thomas, united some 200 choices of
African tribal art; its breathtaking variety dispelled any notion of Afri-
can styles being “all alike.” The second exhibition, “The Heroic Years:
Paris 1908-14,” at the Houston Museum of Fine Arts, was a loan collec-
tion of important, often magnificent, and rarely seen works.

1'W. G. Archer and Robert Melville, 40,000 Years of Modern Art (Lon-
don, 1949), p. 21.

2 Robert Goldwater, Primitivism in Modern Painting (New York, 1938),
pp. 124-25.

3 Paul Guillaume and Thomas Munro, Primitive Negro Sculpture (New
York, 1926), p. 134.

4 Marius de Zayas, African Negro Art: Its Influence on Modern Art
(New York, 1916), p. 41.
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went only a little less far when he categorically stated in 1927
that “Cubism was born of Negro statuary,” omitting all refer-
ence to Cézanne.? By 1920, the artists themselves were tiring ot
the legend that at times threatened to overwhelm their achieve-
ments. In an enquéte in Action ® on the subject, Picasso
replied, “L’Art negre? connais pas!” Jean Cocteau remarked
that “the Negro crisis has become as boring as Mallarméen
Japonism,” and Paul Dermée, saying that Picasso had accom-
plished his revolution by the time he first saw African art,
added: “In seventy centuries the Negroes have not produced
a Picasso. Now 1t 1s too late.”

Although known in Europe since at least 1600, African art
had been considered an ethnographic curiosity until around
1900, when avant-garde artists in Germany, Belgium, and
France, looking for an exit from the maze of Western tradi-
tion, began to discern the merits of alien cultures—prehistoric,
African, Pre-Columbian, American Indian, ancient Near East-
ern, and Oriental. Vlaminck gets the credit for being the first
Parisian artist to acquire an African sculpture; he did so by
trading two liters of Aramon for a figurine noticed behind a
bar. Accidental discovery was the rule. Paul Guillaume, an early
and inHuential collector and dealer in African art, saw his first
example on his laundress’s mantelpiece. It had been sent her by
a son in the colonies. After a while, Heman'’s curio shop on the
rue de Rennes became known as a good source. Derain and
Matisse were among the first to appreciate the aesthetic rami-
fications of the ‘“ugly little creatures,” which appealed to the
Fauves’ anti-intellectualism, and Matisse appears to have intro-
duced Picasso to African art, although a good many other sto-
ries exist, including Picasso’s own.” Unlike the nineteenth-cen-

5 “Souvenir sur Picasso,” Cahiers d’Art (1927), p. 202.

6 “Opinions sur l'art neégre,” Action, No. 3 (April, 1920), pp. 23-26.

7 Picasso says that he discovered African art for himself in the Trocadéro
in mid-1907, though he knew and visited Matisse the previous year.
Robert Goldwater wrote in 1938 that Derain introduced Picasso to Afri-
can sculpture in 1906; Gertrude Stein wrote that it was 1906, through
Matisse; John Richardson says it was early summer 1907, through Matisse;
while Michel Georges-Michel says Picasso was shown a carving in 1906
but only realized its aesthetic force on a trip to the Trocadéro with
Apollinaire.
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tury romantic approach or the Fauves’ welcome of the crudities
and exaggerations found in poor examples, the Cubists’ appre-
ciation of primitive art was relatively analytical. Their interest
in its formal qualities has led to the “pervasive form” theory,
that 1s, the correct notion that modern art has been influenced
by primitive art through generalized rather than specific chan-
nels. Since all primitive art must be necessarily taken out of
its intended context, liberties are bound to occur. Around
1908, European artists read into African sculpture grotesque,
brutal, spontaneous, free qualities that hardly correspond to
the rigid stylistic and iconographical traditions to which the
tribal sculptor was subject. Such qualities were, more likely,
born of the French imagination in reaction to the refinement
and impending decadence of its own naturalistic tradition.
Picasso’s great Dancer, 1907-08, actually depicts the destruc-
tion of tradition in process. Often taken as the ultimate in-
stance of African influence, in fact it demonstrates the relative
superficiality of Picasso’s borrowings from the African. He
chose to absorb from African art, mainly that of the Ivory
Coast, its emphasis on simplified, geometric features and its
consequent emotional force, but form 1is still distinctly vehicle
for content, and that content was still to some extent a cliché
view of the primitive. Then, within a year, he wholly assimi-
lated such characteristics. The so-called Negro paintings of
1908-09 are as much Picasso (and Iberian) as African, and they
also contain echoes of Oceanic art and, above all, of Cézanne.
Kahnweiler contends that Gauguin’s influence ‘“suffices to ex-
plain the ‘savage’ appearance of that period falsely called
‘Negro.””” 8 He also insists, rightly, I think, that the real ramifi-
cations of Picasso’s attraction to African art are to be found
in the work of 1910-14 rather than of 1907-09. In the card-
board and wood constructions concave and convex are re-
versed, as in masks where eyes and mouth are seen as cylin-
drical projections rather than holes. African sculpture was also
important at that time in the development of an assemblage
aesthetic, undoubtedly encouraged by the use of extraneous
materials on masks and fetishes. A handsome horned mask

8 Daniel-Henri Kahnweiler, Les Sculptures de Picasso (Paris, 1948), p. 3.
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from Ghana, for example, incorporates patches of a lettered
tin kerosene can.

The Dancer’s relationship to African sculpture is sympto-
matic, and I am not convinced by the usual comparison to a
“bowlegged” Gabon reliquary figure. The oval eyes, pointed
chin, small mouth, long nose, and short legs find equally tell-
ing counterparts in, say, a beautiful little Wabemba ancestor
figure, yet aside from their intensity, they have little in com-
mon. The African pieces are self-contained, impassive, closed
and 1nner-directed; the Picasso is open, active, aggressive, with
an eerie, wide-eyed glance. The flattening devices derive from
Cézanne, but they are combined with modeled forms and a
deeper, stagelike space. Despite remains of their sculptural
sources, these forms are distinctly antisculptural by nature.
Nevertheless, such inconsistencies add to the painting’s eftec-
tiveness. While it lacks the clarity of a fully resolved concept,
the bold abandonment of smooth transitions, harmonious
rhythms, and logical space make this a major work, more
unified than Les Demoiselles d’Avignon. It even predicts Fu-
turism in the way the legs swing to the left but are reflected
by their path of movement at the right.

Soon after his initial exposure to African art, and presum-
ably before painting Dancer, Picasso carved several small
wooden figures, some strongly suggestive of Iberian styles or
of Gauguin’s and Oceanic sculpture, two patently African in
spirit. Femme nue, a bas-relief, reappears in a painting and has
a large oval head and concave contour legs in common with
Dancer. Homme debout boasts a long concave dish face with
protruding eyes and large crescent ears in deep relief, a rigidly
vertical stance and short, two-part legs with cylindrical thighs
and swelling calves. The columnar figure and long face could
refer to Easter Island idols, but it more directly recalls stand-
ing Baoule figures. These little carvings suggest that Picasso,
realizing how irrevocably sculptural were the values of African,
or primitive art, tried his hand at some sculpture in the spirit
of experimental empathy, in order to feel out the foreign
process. The fact that he did no more work in this vein and
soon abandoned all direct reference to African art indicates
that he had absorbed what he wanted for his own evolution
and had little interest in mere reflections.
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Few other Cubist painters assimilated more than an occa-
sional mannerism. Léger’s Couseuse, 1910, like certain Picassos
of 1908-09, has geometrically blocky, stylized hands that could
refer to works like a Dogon female ancestor figure with musical
instrument, but it is altogether more Cézannesque than Afri-
can.? The only other Afroid painting in the Heroic Years ex-
hibition—Modigliani’s Caryatid (1911-12)—is a Pygmalion ren-
dition of an Ivory Coast statuette. A standing female, on
rounded pedestal with folded arms, it looks rather like a cos-
tume sketch. The head refers directly to a Baoule mask type
that was available in Paris at the time, but the only distortion
1s the short lower leg and a slight stiffness and stylization;
lacking the sinuous grace of a classic Modigliani nude, it is
far more elegant than any African figure. The ropelike hair,
circular breasts, oval eyes, and triangular nose are obvious
references to its source, but otherwise the effect is blunted in
favor of prettiness supplying a noteworthy contrast to Pi-
casso’s Dancer. By sacrificing structural vigor to anecdotalism,
erect verticals to languid curves, by rounding off edges and
restoring realistic proportions to distorted elements, Modigli-
ani evolved a style more Gothic than primitivist.

One of the more interesting areas of discussion in this pe-
riod is the different results of African influences on advanced
painting and on advanced sculpture. In painting, the separa-
tion of parts typical of African art provided a move toward
eventual fragmentation and nonobjectivism, whereas in sculp-
ture it led to greater clarification and concrete articulation.
By 1910-14, it was the sculptors who understood and absorbed
African art most profoundly, even if their styles were arrived
at via Cubist painting. Only in the sense of contour, pattern,
and dramatic expressionism is African art adaptable to pic-
torial ends. The piled-up volumes and the piercing of the mass
by voids, which are generally agreed to be the most decisive
elements of African influence, can only be communicated in

9 Léger undoubtedly was acquainted with African art at that time,
since he knew artists who owned examples. His interest seems to have
been minimal, however, and only came to the fore in the twenties when
he studied African work for the décor of the ballet, La Création du
Monde.



Mask with simian features from the Gio tribe. Poro society,
area of Danane on the border of Liberia and Ivory Coast.
Hardwood with metal and leather studs. 814" high. De Menil
Collection. Photograph courtesy of University of Saint
Thomas Art Gallery, Houston.
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three dimensions. The yearning and reaching quality possible
in freestanding work becomes sentimental in two dimensions.
Since the African sculptor seems to have been extremely sensi-
tive to physical nature and change, his art was naturally sculp-
tural (though the role played by European exposure to primi-
tive ornament in the late nineteenth century must not be
forgotten). Painters, more than sculptors, tended to overem-
phasize the evocative content of African art and since the
sculptors came to appreciate it later, they were less romantic
in their approach; their work is rarely raw or “spontaneous.”
Lipchitz, in 1920, voiced this attitude: “The art of the Negroes
supplied us with a grand example. Their real comprehension
of proportion, their feeling for drawing, their acute sense of
reality made us glimpse, even dare many things. But it would
be wrong to believe that our art has become mulatto. It is
distinctly white.” By 1962 he saw African art only as a “con-
firmation of our thinking,” and rather fatalistically remarked
that “a time came for voids, and so it came.” 10

The “Heroic Years”’ exhibition included three major sculp-
tural monuments that can be more or less distantly related to
African art: Matisse’s Jeannette V, Archipenko’s Boxers, and
Duchamp-Villon’s Horse. By 1909 Apollinaire could write that
Matisse liked to surround himself with “those sculptures in
which the Negroes of Guinea, Senegal, or Gabun have demon-
strated with unique purity their frightened emotions.” Funda-
mentally a traditional Western portrait bust, not a mask type,
Jeannette's direct and regal aspect could as easily be traced to
art of other cultures, but since Matisse was so knowledgeable
in the field, it can be attributed to a familiarity with African
art and to some sort of formal assimilation. Alfred Barr has
noted the correspondence of the bulbous features of the Jean-
nette series with certain masks from the Cameroons in their
haptic character,!* though these were probably not available

10 Action, op. cit.; Rose-Carol Washton, “The Influence of African Art
Upon Sculptural Developments in Paris, 1906-1919” (unpublished master’s
thesis, Yale University, 1962), Appendix B (“Interview with Jacques
Lipchitz,” March 27, 1962).

11 Alfred Barr, Matisse, His Art and His Public (New York, 1951), p.
141.
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in Paris at the time, and Picasso’s Cubist Head of the previous
year must be taken into consideration. The fusion of finely
modeled “Grecian” lips, sensuously protuberant “primitive”
volumes, and the “Cubist” left eye, angularly faceted and flat-
tened in contrast to the convex sphere on the right, all point
to a highly sophisticated and modern solution.

Archipenko, who arrived in Paris in 1908, is a more compli-
cated case. Apollinaire said he worked in the midst of a group
of “fetishes,” and we know he spent much time in museums
and saw a good deal of Brancusi in those years. Yet in a 1962
interview Archipenko insisted that he was ignorant of African
art around 1910; when asked if African forms had helped him
arrive at his early sculptural solutions, he replied “nonsense.” 1°
(He also declared that he himself had influenced Duchamp-
Villon, although the latter’s Horse is intricately Cubist, owing
more to Picasso and to Boccioni, just as Maggy owes much to
Matisse’s Jeannette.) While neither Boxers nor Horse bears
more than a vague resemblance to any particular African piece,
their freedom from representation translated into a European
idiom, their use of expressive voids, and a certain pervasive
solidity suggest a relationship. At the same time, their dy-
namism 1s foreign to the conventions of African sculpture,
which derives its drama from subtle vertical emphasis rather
than bold diagonals. Boxers is advanced for its time, display-
ing few references to visible reality and employing an assured
abstract vocabulary. Its concave-convex cross-references recall
many African works, but in his book, published in 1958,
Archipenko pointed out that his use of these forms was very
different, the African concave forming a ‘“background” for
projecting relief shapes while his own “symbolized the absent
form and thus has creative meaning.” ¥ Obscure as this may
sound, 1t makes sense in terms of the two triangular forms at
the top of Boxers, which call attention to the cut-out concave
area below from which they might have been extracted.

Brancusi 1s undoubtedly the most interesting artist to be

12 Washton, op. cit.,, Appendix A (“Interview with Alexander Archi-
penko,” February 27, 1962).

13 Alexander Archipenko, Adrchipenko, Fifty Creative Years, 1908-1958
(New York, 1958), p. 51.
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associated with primitive art in this period, both because he
is such a towering figure on his own, and because there is such
disagreement about the extent and even existence of an African
influence. Jacob Epstein wrote that “African sculpture no
doubt influenced Brancusi, but to me he exclaimed against its
influence. ‘One must not imitate the Africans.”” 14 (Carola
Giedion-Welcker contends that Brancusi was never the least
bit influenced by African art, but that the primitive char-
acteristics came from his own Romanian peasant background,
the wooden beams and balconies of his native architecture and
the squat forms and geometric patterns of folk art providing
motifs that have since been confused with other primitive
arts. He told her that Negro art was ‘“dangerously charged with
demonic forces,” and in 1923 he had written: “Christian prim-
itives and Negroes proceeded only by faith and instinct. The
modern artist proceeds by instinct, guided by reason.” 1° It 1s
true that despite the natural aspect of Brancusi’s sculpture,
and while it 1s not lacking in humor or fantasy, his work 1s
almost without exception devoid of the grotesque and the
“demonic,” even when the subject seems to demand it. Yet a
great deal of the best African art also forgoes such extremes,
concentrating on a moving expression of man’s isolation and
self-containment in the midst of hostile forces.

Going through the “Humble Treasures’” show, one was con-
stantly struck by some mysterious correspondence with Bran-
cusi’s art, not only in terms of natural surfaces, additive compo-
sitions, geometric forms, and elongated verticals, but also in the
tremendous dignity that is at the heart of major tribal art.
Specific instances for comparison are rare; Brancusi's Wisdom
of the Earth, 1908, has been associated with African caryatids,
but it is clearly derived from a more Western idiom, perhaps
from the patient, crouching peasant woman, but also with a
touch of Maillol. The Kiss has similarly been called “African”
because of its schematic hair pattern and geometric solidity—

14 Jacob Epstein, Let There be Sculpture (London, 1940), pp. 63-64.
15 Carola Giedion-Welcker, Constantin Brancust (New York, 1959), p.

33; M— M—, “Constantin Brancusi, a Summary of Many Conversations,”
The Arts (July, 1923), p. 16.
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a feeble basis considering all of the other traditions which can
claim these attributes, especially Greek archaic and folk art.
Rose-Carol Washton cites a definite “African phase” of Bran-
cusi’s development with a peak in 1913-14, distinguishing it
from the 1906-08 “primitivism.” The former includes many
of those wooden pieces, which do seem to us predominantly
African 1n feeling, such as Caryatid, Prodigal Son, and, less
so, The First Step; later, in the twenties, there is another
group, Adam and Eve, Chief, Socrates, Spirit of the Buddha.
Since none of these rough and exhilarating works was included
in the “Heroic Years,” show they fall outside the scope of these
notes but Miss Washton does make a highly convincing com-
parison between the first version of The Kiss and a Baluba
headrest supported by two facing figures joined by serpentine,
embracing arms. For that matter, the oval domed head, lightly
incised eyelids, and fine narrow nose of many Baluba figures
and masks also recall the recurrent Brancusian head form
found from 1908 on, in Woman’s Head, Sleeping Muse,
Madame Pogany, and The First Cry. Yet this might be traced
back to certain seventh-century Indian Bodhisattvas, and it
evolved from a gradual reduction in Brancusi’s own work as
much as from historical prototypes. The First Cry might
also be compared, in the interest of purely visual analogies,
to an Aduma mask in the “Humble Treasures” show, though
it 1s unlikely that this type was available in Paris around 1913.
The spade-shaped mouth frequently appears in Fang figurines,
which were available.

It 1s no acadent that Brancusi’s wooden sculptures are far
more reminiscent of African art than those in metal or stone.
Like the African sculptor, he was a craftsman with high stand-
ards. He took great care with detail and many of the roughest
tribal pieces were once covered with metal or skin, or retain
a texture of magical substance applied for religious reasons.
The treatment of wood lies at the heart of the affinities be-
tween Brancusi and his anonymous Black colleagues. The
Brancusi-as-earthy-peasant myth may have little bearing on
many aspects of his art, but it cannot be disregarded in rela-
tion to his primitivism. The Carpathian shepherd of farmers’
stock was endowed with a greater comprehension than most of
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his artist contemporaries of the artisanal, agricultural relation-
ship between man and the land on which he lives. “Only
Romanians and Negroes know how to treat wood,” he once
said.1® The two cultures should obviously not be equated, but
the tall vertical of Dogon sculpture, the erect carriage and
innate nobility of almost all African ancestor figures, of the
Bambara antelope headdresses or the magnificent Senufo horn-
billed bird, express the position of man between earth and sky,
life and death, a pillar (or the Oceanic and Indian totem, or
Brancusi’s Endless Column) raised to bridge the gap between
two worlds, a pillar sharing the earth’s fertility and the sky’s
infinity. The short, bent-legged stance and long torso of Afri-
can figures appear in Brancusi’s Caryatid, 1915; it makes them
seem to emerge from the earth, predicting full growth and a
leap into power as well as conveying a humble sense of earth-
bound compact form. Ivan Goll wrote that Archipenko sought
the “striking humility of African art” and Vlaminck called it
“the only still virgin art.”” 17 Dominique de Menil, by calling
her exhibition “Humble Treasures,” set a certain tone for the
receptive viewer that results in a profoundly moving experi-
ence. We tend to read into African art today the aggressive
character inherent in the modern avant-garde, but largely
foreign to the tribal sculptor. Where the twentieth-century
European employed African sculptural solutions for the pur-
pose of liberation and artistic change or advance, the Africans
themselves used art to maintain the status quo, to avoid ca-
tastrophe by conforming to the proper rituals. Their styles
were rich within these restrictions (varying from tribe to tribe),
but the expressive purpose was relatively constant. Theirs was
a humble, restrained art in which even the decorative utensils
and weapons share that authority and dignity which must,

hinally, have been the greatest attraction for artists of the
“Heroic Years.”

16 Giedion-Welcker, op. cit., p. 33.
17 Action, No. 5 (October, 1920); Action, No. 3, op. cit.



Notes on Dada and
Surrealism at the
Museum of Modern Art

*

Il n’y a plus de roues de bicyclettes
SAMUEL BECKETT, Endgame

Most published accounts of Dada and Surrealism have a mo-
notonous sameness. The two movements have been generally
overanalyzed and specifically underanalyzed, and the result has
been a kind of aesthetic nonviolence, a going limp in the hands
of historical clichés and “facts.” Most of the so-called studies
in depth seem simply to be listing events or searching among
those slippery strands of unreason for a philosophical nit to
pick.

The best thing about the current, and comprehensive, Mu-
seum of Modern Art exhibition is that it provided its director,
the new Curator of Painting and Sculpture, William Rubin,
with an excuse to publish a corrective to all of those half-
baked generalizations. Dada and Surrealist art is finally fitted
into the main currents of art history, related not merely to
random iconoclasts and fantasists from the past (the only his-
tory Surrealist officialdom would accept) but to a broader con-
tinuity of modern art, from Cubism through post-painterly
abstraction.

* Reprinted from Art International, Vol. XII, No. 5 (May, 1968).
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Dada 1s usually shunted oft as a childhood overture to Sur-
realism’s magnificently prolonged pubescence. Here, for once,
it 1s presented more extensively, and, as a whole, comes oft
better than Surrealism. The vitality of the Zurich group is
especially evident here with the fine Arp reliefs, Sophie Taeu-
ber’s machine-marionette, Augusto Gilacomettl’s proto-Ab-
stract Impressionism (wildly ahead of its time though it is, his
Painting, 1920, looks like a heavily painted Jon Schueler or
Ernst Wilhelm Nay). Hans Richter’s 1923 Rhythm scroll is too
late to be called Dada, but it 1s a far better example than the
ones at his recent Finch show. The New York group, thanks to
Duchamp and Picabia, looks terrific; the Berliners, aside from
Hausmann and Grosz, were not aesthetically brilliant, but then
they had no intention of so being. It is too bad that the
Cologne work has been so dispersed that it 1s apparently 1m-
possible to represent anyone but Ernst and the two Baargelds
owned by the Museum; they were far and away the major, but
not the sole, participants, and since I am interested in estab-
lishing a chronology for the discovery and development of
Dada photomontage, I should like to have seen more.

I still regret the fact that there has never been a museum
exhibition devoted to Dada alone in the United States. Dada
and Surrealism are fundamentally different, Surrealist sys-
tematization being in many ways a direct reaction against Dada
anarchy. Yet Dada itself harbored an integral dualism in its
simultaneous leanings toward destruction, fantasy, and purism,
exemplified most clearly by Schwitters, Arp, and even van Does-
burg, but found in a more exaggeratedly schizophrenic form
in the work of Max Ernst, Picabia, Man Ray, and Duchamp.
Purism 1s the wrong word; it was rather an inclination to orga-
nize and clarify the most apparently destructive motives, to
analyze the most irrational juxtapositions, and can be ex-
plained as the consequence of a longing for a tabula rasa sim-
ilar to that of the Russians at the same time. All the Dada
sloppiness sometimes seems a nostalgia for, or a deliberate
move toward, the literally clean slate. The Dadas in Germany
were reacting against Expressionism more than Cubism, and
Schwitters, Ernst, Grosz, Picabia, Hausmann retained for the
most part a Cubist structure, as had de Chirico.
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The Surrealists had nightmares because they couldn’t
paint too well.
SIDNEY TILLIM

Overcrowding disappointingly diminished the impact of
Ernst, Tanguy, and Magritte (and less so, Arp and Giaco-
metti). With Dali it didn’t matter; nine paintings from his
major period (1928-34) are jammed into a dimly lit, dark-
walled gallery within a gallery; the Venus de M:ilo of the
Drawers (her knobs are fur pompoms) holds the center like a
boudoir fountain. The result is an intimacy these small paint-
ings need, though it may be unwanted by many spectators, con-
sidering the often-repulsive subject matter. For all their pre-
ciousness, these are potent translations of the Surrealist dream
of painting dreams. The opportunity for iconography hunting
1s unsurpassed, and for an art historian, irresistible. The transi-
tional Senicitas of 1928, the tiny Illumined Pleasures, Accom-
modations of Desire, The Lugubrious Game, The Great Mas-
turbator, The Invisible Man, The Persistence of Memory,
and the unfinished Imperial Monument to the Child Woman
provide a fascinating web of process, a footnote to which 1s
found in the object section where a Dali contribution is a pre-
sumably “found” glass paperweight bearing exactly the roaring
lion’s head image found in his paintings. From one of these
works to another, a motif is born, evolves, and offers various
interpretive nuances during its development into a full-blown
symbol, then avidly frozen in the Dali repertory.

For instance, aside from the very specific references to de
Chirico, Ernst, Magritte, Miro, and Tanguy, one can follow
an image like the “sleeping” self-portrait at the far left in
Senicitas from relatively realistic front-face to an increasingly
fetal image, through Illumined Pleasures, The Lugubrious
Game, and The Great Masturbator, to the almost unrecogniz-
able, fishlike biomorphic form in The Persistence of Memory.
This is the prototype for all of the “soft” forms used consist-
ently from then on. This same self-portrait sometimes fuses
with that of the “Child Woman,” which has its seeds in a
female head-pitcher image, the development of which 1s out-
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lined in steps in Accommodations of Desitre—woman as vessel,
and Dali himself an androgynous figure. In a contemporary
portrait of Paul Eluard—Gala Dali’s husband when Dali met
her—Gala too becomes identified with this 1mage, and the
“sleeping”’ or fetal self-portrait becomes an angry phallic fish.
The metamorphosis of the mannequin’s head with a human
head inside of it (Illumined Pleasures) is made clear by the fact
that in Accommodations this form 1is still a head bursting out
of an egg shape. Images from the Dali-Buniuel films are also
recalled, such as the mouth disappearing, becoming a wrinkle,
the palm of a hand with hair and then ants coming from it.
(In Illumined Pleasures Dali’s “ants” are little men on bicycles
carrying huge crumbs on their heads.)

The large Mirods are certainly the aesthetic experience of a
show, the first half of which sometimes seems delivered into
the hands of a historical survey for suvey’s sake. Birth of the
World, 1925, and Painting, 1930, are stunning paintings, large
in scale as well as i1n size, achieving both simplicity and
breadth. The former’s brushy looseness and unrestrained drips,
the latter’s soft but authoritative reductionism are prophetic
of painterly and then post-painterly abstraction in the fifties
and sixties. Birth of the World 1s particularly impressive,
though one is perhaps bowled over by its prophetic qualities;
the linear and flat germlike elements superimposed on the
irregular receding grays of the ground do not really work as
well as the woven dispersiveness of Harlequin’s Carnival, com-
pleted in the same year, but in an entirely different mood
(though both anticipate the allover configurations of Miro’s
work in the early forties).

Mird’s versatility, and his tremendous ease, displayed only
by the greatest artists, 1s reflected throughout the twenty-four
works exhibited. These range from the lyrical Landscape with
Rooster to the witty Gendarme (where an eyebrow line doubles
as the flic’s hat; this 1s an 8 by 6 feet canvas and it justifies its
size); from the playful fluidity of the poem paintings to the
decorative boldness of Snail Woman Flower Star; from the
weighty realism of Still Life with Old Shoe (a comment on Van
Gogh? there is a potato at the left, I think) with its acrid
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“psychedelic” lighting, to the almost absurd economy of Span-
1sh Dancer, where three lines, a rectangle, and a high-heeled
shoe are if. There are also objects (one from 1931 with a Pol-
lock-like puddle of paint, another to add to the long list of
spurious “‘prototypes” for the drip technique); and delightful
drawings (Automaton, 1924, including the letter A and a Klee-
like flywheel in fine Dada style). Although Ernst’s innovations
led him into as fertile, but never as fully resolved territory,
Miro is unquestionably the major painter of this group.

Mr. Rubin’s total persuasion of this supremacy led him to
give Miro so much attention that it did seem slightly out of
proportion to the historical aims of the show, but the guts of
the exhibition lie appropriately enough in this middle section,
in the Mirés and the transfusion of many of Mird’s principles
via Masson and even Matta, into Gorky and the New York
School. The exposition of this Miro-Masson-Matta-Gorky se-
quence constitutes an interesting and potentially autonomous
exhibition in itself. The present selection crystallized and illus-
trated certain ideas taken for granted but necessarily reduced
to inadequate visibility in the literature.

Miré’s influence on the New York School is indisputable.
Masson’s importance, on the other hand, remains, and prob-
ably s ambiguous because of the ambiguous quality of his
work; he is a most uneven painter. Except for the 1927 sand
paintings, the more I see of his work the more I am convinced
that his innovatory tentatives were more significant than the
ceuvre per se, even at its best. Meditation of the Painter (1943),
for all its biomorphism that seems about ready to break out
of its solid contours into a Gorky or de Kooning, is so dry and
heavy and overworked (physically and allusively) that what it
gains by its color and rhythm, it loses by its turgidity. In fact,
if this selection is any indication, it is ironic that Masson’s
greatest reputation here has been for the influence of his auto-
matic drawings on the growing freedom of the younger Amer-
ican painters. These drawings are most successful when a tight
analytic Cubist structure is most strongly in evidence; the
fluidly “automatic”’ line, when not woven into this sort of in-
terlocking shallow space, seems to be seeking desperately for a
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figure to describe, prefiguring the Abstract Expressionist di-
lemma Clement Greenberg calls “homeless representation.”

The relationship between Matta and Masson is not very
clear. Masson lived in Connecticut when he was here “in
exile,”” and he arrived two years after Matta, who had only
been involved with the Surrealists a year before he left Paris.
Both were concerned with a kind of humanism, though Matta’s
was more abstract and even scientistic while Masson’s was
rooted 1in an earthier allegory. Mr. Rubin observes that these
two were ‘“‘the artists who gave the erotic the crucial role of
catalyst to the creative powers. . . . Both understood the sex-
ual paroxysm as the moment of the fusion of contraries; the
conscious and the unconscious, mind and body, the self and the
‘other’; and, hence, the moment of the liberation of the im-
agination.”

Matta’s Inscape (Psychological Morphology #104), made in
Paris in 1939, includes his already characteristic gelatinous
biomorphic forms and their eerie glow, but it also opens up
into much rougher, heavier areas of painterly handling that
bears a probably coincidental resemblance to Masson’s later
work, as well as predicting Gorky more specifically than Matta
did after coming to New York. The 1939-42 canvases parallel
Mir6 in the sense that Matta used increasingly small forms,
of a size, and distributed evenly over the surface, almost dis-
regarding a shallow Cubist space 1n favor of the ambiguous
depths to be explored by Pollock. Gorky, on the other hand,
usually retained an ‘“interior space,” but his multiple forms
did not stay separate as Matta’s did, especially in the draw-
ings; they fused into a new and moving whole in the last
works, of which the grisaille Soft Night, 1947, i1s a lovely ex-
ample.

Looking at this section, it 1s well to remember that New
York artists had already been exposed to Surrealism at the
Julien Levy Gallery and in Alfred Barr’s big “Dada, Surrealism
and Fantastic Art” show in 1936. The Museum purchased
several works from that show that are included in this one,
among them a star publicity-getter in the thirties, Meret Op-
penheim’s fur-covered teacup, and, more important, Giaco-
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metti’s Palace at 4 a.m. This seems to be specifically quoted in
David Smith’s 1939 Interior for Exterior (the bird-in-frame
shape). David Hare’s later Magician’s Game and Herbert
Ferber's He Is Not a Man follow the Surrealist tradition of the
“personage,”’ the single hybrid figure either isolated in vague
painted space or in real space as an object; Ernst’'s Round
Head of 1935 (now called La Belle Allemande) was an ad-
vanced example of the genre in the Fantastic Art show which
relates closely to the Ferber, though probably coincidentally.

In paintings, the same motif appears in Clyftord Still’s 1944
Jamais and Barnett Newman’s Genetic Moment, 1947, both of
which reflect Ernst’s ubiquitous sun-moon device, which New-
man has even placed over a plane that could have been made
by an oil-frottage process; it is flanked by two vertical forms
that can be seen both as Ernstian forest-planks and Newman
stripes. (The second Newman, Pagan Void, seems more Mas-
sonesque, as do the early Stamos, Ossorio, and Cohen.) A
major example of this cross-fertilization 1s Rothko’s beautiful
Slow Swirl by the Edge of the Sea, 1944, in which three of these
personages are lined up in a frieze composition against a beach
and low horizon line, in a manner very like that of such 1920
Ernst collages as Démonstration Hydrométrique, in this show,
or Gramineous Bicycle and 1 copper plate, 1 zinc plate, both 1n
the 1936 show. However, more significant than this, and than
the Mirdesque line and Gorkyesque attenuated bulbous forms,
is the Rothko’s grace and mastery of its genre, its size (b feet 3
inches by 7 feet 14 inch) and freedom. One can even, perhaps
overzealously, see the division of the painting into three at-
mospherically defined horizontal zones as a premonition of
Rothko’s mature style.

Wols’s Whales in Water Flowers, 1937, 1s also distinctly rem-
iniscent of Ernst’s Bride of the Wind series in the mid-twenties.
I find all these Ernst references interesting because for all his
early and continued involvement in the primitive as a source
for art, and in the subconscious roots of myth, Ernst had only
at certain periods achieved an equivalent stylistic breadth,
notably in the twenties, when he focused on oil frottage.
Ernst’s work while he was in New York was much tighter and
more detailed and would not have been attractive to the New
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York School, but the earlier things were also being shown. If
Miro was a prime influence and Masson and Matta opened up
possibilities which they themselves could not resolve, Ernst
must have offered an imagery, a strong, simple vocabulary that
seemed valid to those who sought a return to the directness
of myth and primeval sources; it served as a temporary vehicle
for what Rothko and Gottlieb called in 1943 “the simple ex-
pression of the complex thought.”

The Surrealists considered poetry the only appropriate and
complementary analogue to painting, so criticism, as we define
it, was bypassed. Breton and Eluard said in 1929 that “a poem
must be a debacle of the intellect.” Yet at the same time, Sur-
realism, outwardly the most unscientific of movements, was
mightily attracted to science. Artists and writers, particularly
in the thirties, continually referred to physics, geometry, and,
of course, psychoanalysis. The Dadas had ridiculed science and
carried it to ridiculous extremes, a la Jarry’s Faustroll, “savant
pataphysicien, imperturbable logician, carrying to their ulti-
mate consequences the “speculations” of the geometricians,
physicists, and philosophers, and quite at ease in a world grown
utterly absurd” (Maurice Nadeau, The History of Surrealism,
p. 73). The Surrealists, on the other hand, took the absurdity
quite seriously, as they took themselves and their own intel-
lectual-anti-intellectual endeavors. Breton saw science as an
indicator of the unknown similar to Surrealist art. His “objec-
tive chance” was the expression of a hidden order rather than
the Dadas’ exposure of a lack of order.

Roger Shattuck has observed that the three favorite Sur-
realist metaphors (all Breton’s) belong to physics: “interfer-
ence, the reinforcement and canceling out that results from
crossing different wavelengths; the short circuit, the dangerous
and dramatic breaching of a current of energy; and communa-
cating vessels, that register barely visible or magnified responses
among tenuously connected containers.” The incorporation of
flux and contradiction, of relativity, into modern science was
interpreted by Breton as a confirmation of Surrealism’s “will
to objectification,” of its scorn for “mere art,” and of its at-
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tempts to systematize products of the unconscious: “Like sci-
ence, like philosophy, poetry is a means of knowledge.” The
“Inquiry”’ was a favorite literary mode ot experimentation in
the 1920’s, and the movement’s organ, La Révolution Sur-
réaliste, was modeled after a scientific journal, La Nature; the
scandals therein were presented, not entirely ironically, as re-
search and experiment. The “Bureau des Recherches Sur-
réalistes” continued the simile; the public was invited to come
and record its dreams, desires, obsessions, and hallucinations.
If automatism offered the raw materials of art rather than art
itself, then every man could be an artist and no man was an
artist.

Later, in the late thirties, Paalen, Dominguez, Matta, and
Onslow-Ford, departing probably from Duchamp’s ironic met-
aphysics, concocted involved theories about psychological mor-
phology and new concepts of cosmic time, space, and hu-
manism, couched in the most resounding pseudoscientific
terms. Matta, the ex-architectural student, wrote about a “sen-
sitive mathematics,” and Dali too went in for a good deal of
scientism, especially in his The Object Revealed as Surrealist
Experiment, 1932. Nadeau summarizes the attraction of Ein-
stein for the Surrealists:

[ Einstein’s] scientific language is not always understand-
able, but strange illuminations gleam here and there like
an aurora borealis. “We have made a mistake,” he says in
substance, “‘the real world isn’t what we thought, the best-
founded conceptions apply only to our daily round, out
there they’re false. False our old conceptions of space, false
the time we’ve fabricated. Light is propagated in a straight
line, and the mass of bodies is a kind of rubber band.” The
epistemologists fall into step, questioning the conditions
and Iimits of knowledge. It seems that knowledge 1s some-
thing else besides action, for which science furnishes
recipes that apply to it. The two can no longer be identi-
fied: here are the mathematicians with a geometry that
dispenses with Euclid and his famous postulate. Reason,
all-powerful reason, stands accused, and stands mute: she
has nothing to say in her defense. Reality 1s something
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besides what we see, hear, touch, smell, taste. There exist
unknown forces that control us, but upon which we may
hope to act. We have only to find out what they are.

Do you still remember that time when painting was
considered an end in itself? We have passed the period of
individual exercises.

CATALOGUE OF SURREALIST EXHIBITION,
GALERIE PIERRE CoLLE, PARis, 1933.

The seeds of Dada and Surrealism appear in such unlikely
forms and in so many areas today that they can only be im-
plied in a paragraph, or in two small exhibition spaces. Never-
theless, one of the main reasons for a Surrealist show at this
time 1s the resurgence of interest in a highly conceptual and
acceptive art, typical of the 1960’s. Aside from the obvious
case of the “intermedia revolution,” there are other parallels
between the Age of Surrealism and today that are so perva-
sive as to be less visible; one of them is the increasing use of
scientific and mathematical i1deas as tools for art. Another 1is
the current preoccuption of abstract art (and some figuration)
with the late twenties and thirties, with “Hollywood modern”
and a kind of synthetic Orphism, which must also be related to
the curiosity about Surrealism, an art diametrically opposed to
1930’s formalism on a visual level, but not so distant on an
intellectual level. In addition, like American artists of the last
three decades, the Surrealists ““fell back on art” after being dis-
illusioned by the impotence of their political actions. Sur-
realism welcomed violence as a means toward a clean slate, a
new world, and a new humanism. Despite the determined non-
violence of the younger generation today, violence is inherent
in our society. The “Destruction in Art” group is not the only
one to see it as an aesthetic medium. In a strange way, all the
most puritanically idealist movements have welcomed violence
in one guise or another as herald of the tabula rasa.

If the later “heritage” section of the Museum exhibition had
reflected some of this instead of being limited to art that more
or less followed Surrealism, it would have been more relevant.

The 1940’s New York School looks better than the original
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Surrealists, but the fifties and sixties are made to look retro-
grade by comparison. Duchamp, in particular, has been a far
more radical influence on recent art than would be supposed
from this rather tame selection: it seems to have been made less
on the basis of quality than on that of illustration. In the book,
the recent work 1s smoothly fitted into the exposition as com-
parative material; but dumped unceremoniously at the end
as it 1s in the show, its general weakness (there are of course
major exceptions) is all the more apparent. Mr. Rubin’s own
taste, or distaste for a good deal of current art, has interfered
with his objectivity, so successfully maintained in the other sec-
tions. I find it hard to believe that he himself really likes some
of what he has included, such as the blatantly bad painting
by Clarence Carter, the Biasi and Trova assemblages, or the
Lemaitre lettriste composition.

There 1s a great deal of interesting abstract art being made
that owes a strong, if at times indirect, debt to Dada and Sur-
realism. I should like to have seen, at least represented, work
like Robert Morris’ new felt pieces, some of the New English
Sculpture, Bruce Nauman’s three-dimensional visual puns, the
fusion of post-Surrealism and primary structures found in the
work of Eva Hesse, Frank Lincoln Viner, Gary Kuehn, Keith
Sonnier, or Jean Linder, Louise Bourgeois’ latex molds, or the
advanced funk of Mowry Baden, Harold Paris, Don Potts,
William Wiley, Bruce Conner, or Kenneth Price. And what
about Craig Kaufman’s Picabiaesque vacuum forms, Carl
Andre’s “‘particles,” Paolozzi’s chrome versions of Tanguy’s
tableland period? Or within the narrower limits apparently
set, why was there not a more original Westermann and a
better Kienholz, a stronger and more erotic Oldenburg (a
drainpipe, or bathtub)? As for Surrealist objects, the two Sa-
maras’ would have been better accompanied by Kusama’s phal-
lus-studded furniture, one of George Brecht’s early “events,”
a Fahlstrom, a Whitman, Ed Ruscha’s drawings, an Art-
schwager, a Wesley, a Richard Hamilton (or for that matter
a specimen from Sam Goodman’s Shit Show, or the compul-
sively repulsive work of Tosun Beyrak, a genuine contempo-
rary Dali). Where are Duchamp’s ideas better followed up
than in Les Levine's disposables, Warhol’s portraits, Morris’
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early lead reliefs? A near-total ban on Pop Art omitted the
distinctly post-Surrealist compartmentation of Rosenquist,
Lichtenstein’s art about art, Segal’s frozen happenings, and
Dine’s conscious departures from Dada documents, not to
mention the Europeans.

This may seem an unnecessarily harsh judgment on an ex-
hibition so important in so many ways, but the New American
painting section showed so intelligently how new ideas could
be born of a dying Surrealism, it 1s a pity that i1t could not
have been carried through into such 1950’s manifestations as
the March Gallery, Reuben Gallery, or Judson groups and the
abstraction of the sixties. If this had been done, the exhibition
would have ended with an open bang instead of a closed
whimper; it would have been less of a museum piece and
more in the spirit of the original movements, as the demon-
strators outside the Museum on opening night were trying,
abortively, to indicate.



Dada into Surrealism:
Max Ernst”

What s Dada? A Virgin Microbe.
Dada 1s a Tomato.

Dada s a Spook.

Dada is nothing, nothing, nothing.
Surrealism 1s a way of life.

The word Surrealism is now used to embrace and conceal the
original innovations of Dada, while Dada itself is falsely sum-
marized as an eccentric drop in the bucket of reason, a pri-
marily political and nihilist explosion with few lasting effects.
On the contrary, Dada’s nihilism, as Robert Goldwater has
observed, was instrumental rather than fundamental.l All the
seeds of Surrealism were present in pre-Parisian Dada: bru-
talist and simultaneist poetry (via Futurism), automatic writ-
ing, the sexual, anticlerical, revolutionary content, the ex-
ploitation of the unconscious and of chance. And on the visual

* Reprinted from Artforum, Vol. V, No. 1 (September, 1966). Originally
titled “The Virgin Microbe Comes of Age.”

1 Robert Goldwater, “Book Review: Dada Painters and Poets,” Art
Bulletin, Vol. 34, No. 3 (September, 1952), p. 250.
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side, biomorphism, collage and painting based on the fusion
of unrelated realities, objects and found objects, interest in
art by the 1insane, children, primitive cultures, and autodidacts.
Surrealism 1s in fact housebroken Dada, postgraduate Dada,
Northern fantasy subjected to French lucidity, chaos tamed
into order.

Dada and Surrealism are not interchangeable; the relation-
ship between them would be clearer if events in Paris from
1921 on were simply called Surrealism. Swiss and German
Dada, with its hostility, exuberance, and basic optimism, rep-
resents the childhood stage of the phenomenon, Parisian Dada
and Surrealism the throes of adolescence, with all the con-
notations of innocence and sophistication implied. In 1916
Hugo Ball recommended “everything childlike and symbolic
in opposition to the senilities of the world of grown-ups.” But
his “childlike” touched on the “infantile, dementia, and para-
noia,” and he added, prophetically: ‘“The credulous im-
agination of children 1s also exposed to corruption and
deformation.” 2 This exposure resulted in a loss of freshness
and entrance into a second stage, characterized by obsessions
notably consistent with the years of puberty, from which Sur-
realism in some ways never emerged.

Dada lost its political and aesthetic virginity to the postwar
period. By fall, 1920, the war had been over for two years and
it was obvious that the tabula rasa for which Swiss-German
Dada was striving could not be achieved. The Dada attitude
began to shift, imperceptibly at first, to the potential nihilism
for which it is now known. This change coincided with the
move from a German to a Parisian focal point. The major
literary figures were in Paris, particularly Tzara, whose arrival
in the Breton stronghold at the end of 1919 did more to ignite
than to unite the movement. In the visual arts, Picabia was
unchallenged (since Duchamp had largely decamped) until
May, 1921, when Max Ernst’s show of “dessins mécanoplas-
tiques plasto-plastiques peintopeintures anaplastiques anatom-
iques antizimiques aérographiques antiphonaires arrosables et
réepublicains; au-dela de la peinture” (or collages; only one-

2 Hugo Ball, Die Flucht aus der Zeit (Lucerne: Josef Stocker, 1946).
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fiftth were glued) announced the advent of a new approach.
These small works, executed from 1919 to 1921, constituted
the immediate source of visual Surrealism, and Ernst’s de-
velopment during this period is a microcosm of Dada into
Surrealism.

Cologne Dada, like all the most artistically fecund Dada
oroups, was very small; like Schwitters’ Hanover, and Du-
champ’s and Picabia’s New York, it was isolated from other
avant-garde circles. Max Ernst and Johannes Theodor Baar-
geld, a painter and pseudonymous banker’s son, were the only
full-time members.? Arp, who was not in Cologne as often or
as long as 1s generally implied by historians, was still important
in his role as catalyst and quizzical guide to greater Dadadom.
The extent of Arp’s actual participation i1s still not solved.
He does not seem to have been present either for the Novem-
ber, 1919, or the April, 1920, exhibitions (though his work
appeared in both), but probably stayed in Cologne for at
least two months at the beginning of 1920, cooperating in the
publication of Die Schammade (Dadameter) a one-shot re-
view which significantly included a broad selection of major
Zurich and Paris Dadas as contributors. Broadly traveled, and
at that time still peripatetic, Arp was known and liked by all
the major Dadas. His friendship with Ernst dated from 1914
and his gentle fantasy and inclination to pure abstraction
complemented Ernst’s more intellectually mordant strain. They
agreed to “‘purify the imagination”; “Sentiment must go and
so must the dialectical process which takes place on the canvas
alone.” 4

Baargeld’s role has been minimized in what passes for Dada
art history, mainly because so little is known of him; he died
in an avalanche in 1927. An inventive draftsman and collagist
who shared Ernst’s early debt to Picabia, his style was some-
what more expressionist, his handwriting more rounded and

3 Others involved in the W/3 West Stupidia group were Heinrich and
Angelika Hoerle, Otto Freundlich, Franz Seiwert, Anton Riderscheidt,
Wilhelm Fick, Hans Bolz. Their art, however, was formally conventional
and not Dada.

4 Hugo Ball, on Arp, op. cit., quoted in Hans Richter, Dada Art and
Anti-Art (New York, 1965), p. 47.
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heavy than Ernst’s, so that despite their presumed collabora-
tions, Baargeld’s physiognomous landscapes are individually
recognizable. Anthropomorphic Tapeworm, reproduced in Die
Schammade, equals Schwitters’ contemporary junk construc-
tions in quality and imagination, surpasses them in eccen-
tricity. Baargeld also participated in one of the best-known
Dada collaborations—Fatagaga (fabrication des tableaux ga-
rantis gazometriques) though it is usually attributed to Ernst
and Arp alone. (Ernst’s 1921 Paris catalogue lists Arp-Ernst
and Ernst-Baargeld fatagaga items separately.) Arp’s whimsical
account of this undertaking refers to one of Ernst’s photo-
collages—ILaocoon—which has at least once been exhibited
under Arp’s name: “Overcome by an irresistible longing for
snakes, I created a project for reformed rattlesnakes, beside
which the insufferable rattlesnake of the firm Laocoon and
Sons is a mere worm. At the very same moment Max Ernst
created Fata. My reformed rattlesnake fiirm and Max Ernst’s
Fata firm were merged under the name of Fatagaga and can be
brought to life at any time on request.” » Hugnet calls the
Fatagaga photocollages a “Dadaist pact” resulting from Arp’s
expression of “regret at not having done certain collages by
Ernst,” whereupon Ernst suggested they both sign them. Re-
cently these collages have been discussed as though they were
executed by more than one person, and Sanouillet says that the
Cologne Dadas inaugurated the Cadavre Exquis method in
Fatagaga.® However, none of those works surviving show evi-
dence of such a technique and the hand is unmistakably
Ernst’s. No photocollages by Baargeld or Arp have survived,
to my knowledge, and given Arp’s preoccupation with abstrac-
tion at the time, it seems unlikely that he devoted any time
to what, for him, was an incompatibly literary medium. Ac-
cording to Ernst, Fatagaga was a very casual collaboration. He
was already making photocollages when Arp arrived in Co-
logne, and the three spent several afternoons together, Ernst

5 Hans Arp, “Looking,” in Arp (New York: Museum of Modern Art,

1958), p. 13.
6 Michel Sanouillet, Dada a Paris (Paris: Pauvert, 1965), p. 41.
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executing the collages and Arp and Baargeld making poetic
punning suggestions for images or titles.

Unique in its visual orientation, Cologne Dada was to Sur-
realist painting what the Parisian branch was to poetry. While
Ernst and Baargeld both wrote biting Dada prose and poetry,
they consciously avoided the Berlin brand of polemic. Politics
were not allowed to interfere with the main business at hand—
establishment of a fine-art anarchy intended to pave the way
for a “new reality” that would bury Expressionism, by then
the official German style. No cows were so sacred that they
couldn’t be milked for Dada punch. “Everyman loves every-
man’s Cézanne and rolls his eyes: This painting. Ooooh this
paaaaaynting! I don’t give a damn for Cézanne, for he is an
enormous hunk of painting,” wrote Ernst in Bulletin D.
“Everyman also loves everyman’s Expressionists, but he turns
away 1n disgust from the ingenious drawings in urinals. The
most perfect plastic art to date is the piano hammer, dada.”

Nevertheless, Cologne art, for all i1ts newness of approach,
was very aesthetically oriented. Arp and Ernst were both at-
tracted to a highly organized arrangement of images that
might have originated in chance or free association. A dis-
tinctive clarity and fundamentally Cubist scaffolding lies be-
hind Ernst’s anthropomorphic parodies as well as behind Arp’s
nonobjective papiers dechirés and reliefs. It should be noted
that Ernst, Arp, and Schwitters, among others, were rebelling
against Expressionism rather than against Cubism, which they
had seen very little of due to the war. (“The exhibition of
feelings 1s against my feelings,” says Ernst.) The Cubist frame-
work of Ziirich and Cologne Dada art is owed to the fact that
for them Cubism, Futurism, and abstraction were the most
radical styles available. The French, on the other hand, had
seen Cubism diluted and academized. Breton and the potential
Surrealists 1n general rejected abstraction, which was con-
demned as art for art’s sake, and delved into the subconscious
for subject matter; having denied Dada’s tentative abstraction
and lacking any other plastic innovation, they reverted to a
conventional realism applied to “super-real” images. As Ernst
evolved a more literary style, he too moved away from the
Cubist vignette and shallow boxlike space of Picabia to a
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deeper interior space and finally into a romantic landscape
distance inspired by de Chirico, though he temporarily re-
established a flat surface in the frottage paintings of the later
twenties.

The 1919-20 printer’s plate “collages,” actually altered re-
lief prints or rubbings made from the plates of a technical
textbook, reflect the influence of Picabia on Ernst’s earliest
Dada output, but they are also consistent with his own, in-
frequent paintings and drawings from the war period, such
as the 1916 cover sketch for Der Sturm, where a Klee-like
scratchy line, pipe and wheel shapes within a rectilinear grid,
convey metaphysical rather than mechanical connotations.
The printer’s plate drawings, modified by ink lines and, later,
rubber stamps and watercolor, are delicate, ordered, very ab-
stract, 1n spirit quite different from Picabia’s careless, awk-
ward tracings of the entrails of an alarm clock, made in
Zurich just a month or so before. (Cover of Dada 4-5.) There
i1s no question that Picabia’s drawings, such as Tamis du Vent,
in the February, 1919 (Zirich) issue of 391, which has cryptic
phrases written along the “technical” forms and diagrams,
are the most direct source of the printer’s plate works, or
that such paintings as Amorous Parade are the basis of Ernst’s
gouaches, like Undulating Katherina. Yet Picabia himself
never followed through on the potential of his machine draw-
ings, never explored them except from an iconoclastic, plas-
tically superficial point of view, whereas Ernst, after assimilat-
ing a second major influence—de Chirico—fused the two anti-
thetical styles with his own and continued to develop.”

12 Opeére di Giorgio de Chirico, a booklet of reproductions
published by Valor:i Plastici in August, 1919, had a decisive
effect on Ernst. Previously he had been more impressed by
Carra’s patently artificial doll figures, reproduced in Valor:
Plastici, but only one painting and two drawings by de Chirico
had appeared there during the time he would have seen the
review. He recalls painting Aquis Submersus immediately
after seeing the de Chirico booklet, and the exaggerated per-

7 The most obvious example of this as yet undigested mixture is Fiat
Modes, Pereat Ars, a portfolio published by the city of Cologne early
in 1920.
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spective of the “swimming pool” was probably inspired by the
platform in Sacred Fish, to which he was especially attracted.
(Perhaps coincidentally, the buildings, pool, and clock in 4Aquis
Submersus closely resemble those in Delights of the Poet,
which was not in the booklet, but these elements might have
been suggested by a drawing, Solitude, which was.) The semi-
aquatic, semihuman figure recurs in the contemporary Justicia
and is apparently Ernst’s adaptation of the Scuola Metafisica
doll-mannequin. Resurrection of the Flesh, also titled Last
Judgement, makes use of several obviously de Chiricoesque
devices, including upshot perspective, drawn line of windows,
and the modeled curls and flabby texture of de Chirico’s
classical statues, which always look more like petrified nudes
than real stone. The broad humor—comic posturing, irreligious
subject, details like the analogous handling of “meaty” hu-
man and bovine buttocks, perhaps a reterence to Rembrandt’s
“immortal” sides of beef—reveals a Dada grain of salt with
which the serious and psychologically profound art of de
Chirico was taken.

Not only the vertiginous foreshortening of de Chirico, but
an additional spatial ambiguity found in Resurrection of the
Flesh was then developed by Ernst throughout his Dada col-
lages. This consists of a rather awkward superimposition of
shallow upon deep space, omitting the expected passage be-
tween the two, an interruption of a long vista to the vanish-
ing point by off-center placement of the repoussoirs. The rec-
tangular bars on each side, parallel to the picture plane, serve
to flatten out the effects of hurtling illusionism and throw
doubt on the “reality” of the entire scene. This mannerism
was directly inspired by the dissection method of Ernst’s col-
lage, in which images torn from different environments are
allowed to retain their old space in a new setting. Dada in
Usum Delphini, of 1920, is a more skillful example. The
plunging lines of floor and ceiling imply great distance, but
this 1s immediately contradicted by the “nearness’” of the
cow in her stall, set like an end wall to halt the angled lines
and in scale only a few yards away from the seated figure. At
the same time, deep space i1s allowed to filter on through the
stall window which is, in turn, flatly barred to present another
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obstacle. Further complicating matters is a band of cloudy
sky along the upper edge of the scene, implying distance by
association but nearness by flat treatment and logic or per-
spective. A similar but less complex effect occurs in gouaches
like 'Enigme de U'Europe Centrale where the modeling of the
friezelike objects in the foreground is neutralized by the flat
parallel frieze of landscape in the distance. Such anarchistic
manipulation of illusion and perspective had appealed to
Ernst betore he saw de Chirico. Kaleidoscopic spatial mixtures
can be found in the first, pre-Dada, paintings he did on his
return from the war. The Guggenheim Museum’s so-called
Landscape Fantasy, rendered in a folkloric style like that of
Campendonk and other Junge Rheinland artists, employs im-
ages that suggest a possible source in Hogarth’s satirical frontis-
piece to Kirby’s Perspective.® Disrespect for the traditional
laws of painting is well in line with Dada’s program; Fiat
Modes and many other collages humorously distort perceptual
diagrams like those for the camera obscura.

Thus de Chirico’s exaggerated, dream perspective and Dada
dislocation also challenging reality were merged in Ernst's
proto-Surrealist collage. The dialectical reconciliation of op-
posites was especially appealing to him, for he had personally
(autobiographically) thrived on such conflict. Raised as a Cath-
olic in Germany, son of an academic Sunday painter but mem-
ber of the avant-garde as early as 1912, brought up on the
German romantics, Wilhelmian children’s books, legends, and
fairy tales, but rigorously trained in philosophy and science,
possessor of a penetrating, literate mind as well as a strong
desire to explore the darker side of the unconscious, Ernst
was the ideal figure to make the transition between the
Teutonic emotionalism of Dada and the refinements of French
Symbolism. A thorough romantic, he was also able to keep
a dry and skeptical distance from sentiment and, in the twen-
ties at least, from excess. The indirect impact of illustrations
by Max Klinger and Alfred Kubin, who employed, respec-
tively, the pervasively disturbing nuance and violent change
of scale to wrench objects from their familiar contexts, must

81 am grateful to Dr. Ilse Falk for this suggestion.
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be noted although space precludes their discussion. In addi-
tion, the picture encyclopedias popular with children and
adults at the turn of the century included juxtapositions of
wildly unrelated treatments, images, diagrams, demonstra-
tions, and scenes. These and similar books provided the raw
materials for innumerable collages in 1919 to 1922, the first
of which to be published was the cover of Bulletin D, in No-
vember, 1919—badly drawn figures and objects isolated, not as
yet to form a new reality, but departing from the old.

The exhibition for which Bulletin D was the catalogue was
the first of the three main Cologne Dada events and is less
known than the other two (“Die Schammade” and the Dada
“Vorfrithling” show at the Brauhaus Winter). Bulletin D 1s
important because it presents for the first time several aspects
of Surrealism. Ernst is listed on the back cover as “responsible
for the contents.” Along with the Dada works are noted “ex-
pressionist photographs’” by Kokoschka, Davringhausen, and
Oppenheimer, and, most significantly, children’s drawings,
mathematical models, paintings by dilettantes, an African
sculpture, found objects (umbrellas, pipe, pebbles, piano ham-
mer), and drawings by the insane. The exhibition began as
an uninformed invitation to the Dadas to take part in a show
of Karl Nierendorf’s Gesellschaft der Kiinste; it became a Dada
event when Nierendorf disavowed their contributions and
banished them to a separate room with separate poster and
catalogue.

The presence of what 1s now called “art brut” in the “Bul-
letin D” show might indirectly be traced to Ziirich, where
interest in primitive sources was evident in the poetry, dances,
and masks, but was mainly due to Ernst, whose exploration
of the subconscious and the art of the insane predates that of
all other Surrealists. Beginning around 1912, as a philosophy
major specializing in abnormal psychology at the University
of Bonn, he had spent a good deal of time studying the art
made in a nearby asylum; it included kneaded bread sculpture.
He even planned a book on the subject, canceled by the war.
Because of his association with the Blaue Reiter, through
August Macke, he would also have appreciated other types of
primitivism, such as folk and African art and was, incidentally,
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aware of some of the earliest examples of pictorial automatism
—Kandinsky’s improvisational drawings. At the time, Ernst
was painting a skillfully eclectic mixture of analytical Cubist
form and Expressionist color with touches of Futurism. “The
intermingling of writing and drawing which is now recognized
as typical of schizophrenic art” ® would surely have interested
an artist involved in such forms, and it is possible that Ernst’s
highly advanced 1913 construction—Fruit of a Long Experi-
ence—was the result of these researches as much as of Picasso’s
constructions, first published in November of that year, in
Soirées de Paris. As a psychology student Ernst would have
known the work of Freud (whose statements about the “hy-
pocrisy inherent in consciousness’’ are echoed in Dada and
Surrealism) as well as the pioneering studies of neurotic art
by Simon and Lombroso, then Prinzhorn. By 1917 Arp was
advocating ‘“‘complete surrender to the subconscious,” the
Zirich Dadas were experimenting with free association in
poetry and conversation, while in Nantes André Breton and
Jacques Vaché were contemplating a similar breakthrough tor
the arts.

On Ernst’s part the real breakthrough was the photocollage
medium—not the heightened realism of the Cubist papier
collé or the explosive vignettes of the Futurist parole in liberta
or the combination of these two modes employed by the Berlin
Dadas, but hallucinatory, fragmented images from reality de-
racinated and rearranged in a new context to form an entirely
new image rather than a grotesque version of the original (as
in Grosz’s Remember Uncle August). Ernst has since described
collage as ““the cultivation of the effect of a systematic displace-
ment.”” The word systematic is the clue to its proto-Surrealism,
for Dada in general was anything but systematized. By setting
his hybrid forms in a photographic interior or landscape that
is credible, if unheard-of, Ernst achieved a coherence alien to
Dada and a consistently fantastic image alien to earlier move-
ments. His 1919-20 photocollages are usually miscalled pho-
tomontage, a word wrongly used from the start. Photomontage
should be reserved for the purely photographic technique of

9 Margaret Naumberg, Schizophrenic Art: Its Meaning in Psychotherapy
(New York: Grune & Stratton, 1950), p. 3.
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printing combined negatives to produce a multiple image. The
accurate term for reproductions or snapshots pasted up on
paper along with letters and words would be photocollage, or
typo-photocollage. Even when Ernst photographed his finished
collages to enlarge them, rework them, or to make small edi-
tions in which all sign of working process 1s forever deleted,
this was not photomontage. The origins of the latter are
clouded in self-perpetuating myth and so far no study has been
made of the history of photomontage and photocollage. It is
clear that the photomontage technique goes back at least to
the “combination printing” of Oscar Rejlander and Henry
Peach Robinson in the 1850’s and both methods are found in
magazines and greeting cards from at least 1900.1° (Raoul
Hausmann’s claims to the discovery of photocollage are of
doubtful significance, especially when he contradicts himself
in his writings as to the dates involved. Grosz and Heartheld
also “invented” the medium, but the work of all Berlin Dadas
until 1920 consisted of the addition of photographic materials
to watercolors, drawings, or oils, not the entirely “ready-made”
visions of Ernst.)

The photocollage lent itself to numerous effects and varia-
tions that can only be outlined here. Aside from objects and
assemblages, Ernst concentrated on three broad types in his
Dada years; since then no innovation has been made in the
medium by him (or anyone else), though it has been adjusted
to every succeeding mainstream style by countless imitators.
First were the Fatagaga photocollages and their successors
(Chinese Nightingale) in which abstract or anthropomorphic
images were created from unrelated fragments and placed in a
“foreign” setting, usually generalized, like sky or grass; the
entire surface is covered by the photographic materials. Sec-
ondly, the vignette, in which images concocted from photo-
graphs, photoengravings, or illustrations were set on solid
grounds or in simple, geometric settings drawn or painted on
the white paper (The Hat Makes the Man). Simultaneously
there was the “unglued” abstract collage like l'Enigme de
U'Europe Centrale in which a ready-made image—usually scien-

10 Gretchen Lambert has provided information about experimental
photography and photomontage.



Max Ernst: The Chinese Nightingale. Ca. 1920. Pasted photo-
graphs and halftones. 434" x 334”. Formerly in the collection

of Tristan Tzara. Photograph courtesy of The Museum of
Modern Art, New York.
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tific charts or pages from technical books, hat catalogues, and
the like—were altered beyond recognition with mixed media,
mainly gouache. Then, in 1921, came the collage made en-
tirely of old-fashioned photoengravings, technically allied to
the Fatagaga type of photocollage but less abstract and far
more homogeneous.

The first of these was Preparation of Bone Glue (in homage
to the collage medium?), a little-changed image of the dia-
thermy process, after which a painting was later made. The
photoengraving collage in fact provided both the images and
the stylistic foundation for Ernst’s painting from 1920 through
1924, when frottage, an offshoot of the collage discovery,
opened up new possibilities. Once rendered in paint, the
photographic materials took on a different aspect and can be
considered the origin (with de Chirico) of what William Rubin
calls the peinture-poesie vein of Surrealist painting; Magritte,
Tanguy, and Dali were all much influenced by Ernst’s works of
this period. The earliest oils in this mode retained, at some ex-
pense to their coherence, the juxtaposed space of the collages,
but this was an awkward device on canvas (as demonstrated by
Resurrection of the Flesh), and the homogeneous illusionism
of the later collages was far more viable for such a dry, pseudo-
academic treatment. In such oils as Woman, Old Man, and
Flower, the central image of which was adapted from Chinese
Nightingale, Ernst mastered the manipulation of unexpected
images within a convincingly “real’” space.

The 1919-20 collages had been essentially Dada in their
dissective and destructive approach to accepted meanings and
pictorial references; they were compositionally simple and
founded on the harsh conjunction of opposing realities. In
1921, dissimilar objects began to be connected by association
so that the result was no longer a single new image but a new
situation or drama comprised of recognizable images integrated
into a novel context, closer to the now-standard idea of dream
pictures. The unity of this carefully constructed oneiric real-
ism, unmistakably narrative in intent, was assured by such
smooth passage between images; these collages seem like one
frame from a film or comic strip, a dislocated part of some
strange tale. The photoengraving was ideal for this represen-



NIOX MIN ‘WY UIBPOJA JO wnasnjy 3y I,
Jo uomnIonN) .16 X ,8¢ ‘Seaurd UO [IQ ‘$Z—CZ6I '42MmO]J puv ‘UD]N P]O ‘Uvwo SUIY XN




Dada into Surrealism: Max Ernst 75

tational aim, better than the halftone or photograph, since it
was already once removed from reality and featured unfamiliar
period costumes and details. (The same principle was later
applied by Pop artists who chose to depict “real life’” as filtered
through other media.) This method was brought to a climax
in the collage novels: Femme 100 tétes (1929), Réve d’une
petite fille qui voulut entrer au Carmel (1930), and Une
Semaine de Bonte (1934). They convey action and sequence
complemented by ambiguous poetic captions, like silent movies
with Chinese subtitles.

The change from the Dada (1919-20) to “Surrealist” (1921-
24) collages was not an abrupt one, but it can be located
around the summer of 1921, when Ernst first met members of
the Paris Dada group. A vacation in the Tyrol united Arp,
Ernst, Tzara, and briefly, Breton, who had been in correspond-
ence with Ernst for two years and had recognized, as Sanouillet
has pointed out, that Ernst’s metaphysical point of view was
more compatible with his own literary orientation than
Picabia’s ideas had been.l! Ernst was already fully committed
to what Aragon termed ‘“the vice called Surrealism . . . the
immoderate and passionate use of the drug which is the
‘image.” ”’ 12 In the fall of 1921 Paul and Gala Eluard came to
Cologne to meet Ernst and choose collages to illustrate Eluard’s
Reépétitions. These and their second collaboration, Les Mal-
heurs des Immortels, also 1922, retain a Dada sharpness and
iconoclasm—a black but still robust humor with no traces ot
mannerism. In August, 1922, Ernst finally arrived in Paris for
good and by then the transformation was complete. Whether
contact with the Parisian Dadas in 1921 simply coincided with
his natural evolution or whether their attitudes did make
some 1mpression on the hitherto isolated artist, from then on

Ernst was not a proto-Surrealist but a Surrealist pure and
simple.

11 Sanouillet, op. cit., p. 248.

12 Quoted 1n Marcel Raymond, From Baudelaire to Surrealism (New
York: Wittenborn, Schultz, 1950), p. 286.



An Impure Situation®

“The breaking of aesthetic habits has become such a habit
that it is no longer truly viable for many younger painters.
Why bother with ‘modernist’ originality if it is so easily de-
fined?” This statement, true and false, is taken from G. R.
Swenson’s forty-page essay “The Other Tradition,” written
over a period of years and published to accompany, though
not to parallel, an exhibition organized by him at the Insti-
tute of Contemporary Art in Philadelphia. Very much prod-
ucts of their time, as well as a highly personal operation,
essay and exhibition are often successful attempts to expand
the rapidly shrinking scope of criticism and ways of seeing
art. In such a case complete success is beside the point. More
important 1s the fact that Swenson has provided a barrage of
ideas and visual cross-references that send up vital sparks
of perception. Rambling, obscure, studded with provocative
extra-art quotations, everything he says is open to discussion
and dispute, but it is also a flying wedge into the heart of the

matter. T

* Excerpted from “An Impure Situation (New York and Philadelphia
Letter)” and reprinted from Art International, Vol. X, No. 5 (May, 1966).

+ Gene Swenson was killed in an automobile accident in the summer of
1969. He was in his early thirties, and had been for some time a lone
voice of eccentric, erratic, but always honest, and often significant opposi-
tion to the corrupting herd instinct prevalent in the art world.
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Unlike most “theme shows,” the “Other Tradition” did not
demonstrate a single theory cut, dried, and laid out for the
spectators’ secondhand delectation. It encouraged participa-
tion in the thought process that produced it. The University
of Pennsylvania Art Library, an ancient eclectic eyesore, 1is
far from being well designed for “modern” installation, which
was just as well. Partially due to the work shown, partially
due to the environment, the show had an informal atmosphere
associated with photographs of “historic” exhibitions in the
century’s first three decades. The hanging was not so hand-
some that the paintings were visible first as attractive groups
and secondly as individual works, which 1s so often the case.
In one room, Magritte’s L’Appel des choses par leur nom
and Johns’s Periscope (Hart Crane) immediately set up a dia-
logue, joined by Rosenquist’s Marilyn Il and echoed by the
Dine, Lichtenstein, Oldenburg, two Wesselmanns, and glass
cases of Dada, Surrealist, and contemporary periodicals, lit-
erature, and graphics. The Johns demonstrated how far artists
of the last decade have gone beyond Magritte’s paradox. I
doubt, for instance, if 1t would have occurred to the Surrealist
to use color and brushstroke as ironic tools. Yet the Magritte
and the Johns in question did communicate a similar feel-
ing, partly because the Magritte—brushy “clouds” on a dark
ground, labeled “canon’” and “miroir’—is atypically free, re-
calling Tanguy’s early Storm more than the usual precise
de Chiricoesque alignment. The Johns is a “gray” one of 1963,
divided into three horizontal panels with a ground of greatly
varied tone, color, and matiére, ranging from transparency
to impasto with delicate and sensuous touches of muted or
brilliant color that can in no way be called parodic paint
treatment. The panels are labeled red, yellow, and blue, each
in a different manner and with different suggestions as to
placement, reversal, and significance; at the upper right is a
semicircular “device’” made by scraping the paint surface from
a central point: the module by which it was drawn ends in a
handprint. This could refer to Leonardo’s outstretched arms
as a human measure of art, to Reinhardt’s standard of 5 feet
by 5 feet as a similar unit of human scale, or, as Rosalind
Krauss has noted in reference to other instances of this motif,
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to the handprint in Pollock’s Autumn Rhythm 1—or, for that
matter, to the whole “hand of the artist” syndrome. Directional
focus 1s also mocked throughout, and a small arrow points
obliquely down at the right.

The Rosenquist, a tondo (or the face, traditionally and
naively drawn as a circle), is more directly “artificial.” Marilyn
Monroe’s teatures appear through a multicolored veil sec-
tioned oft by a piece of string as a compass, still attached to
the canvas and holding a red and a green balloon (breasts?).
This device might refer to Johns, but mainly recalls the bill-
board technique of “snapping a line” with chalk and taut
twine. The circular form of the painting is thus determined
by nature, history, experience, and implied action as well as
by the subject. Lichtenstein’s Brushstroke emphasizes the fact
that in this company one’s eyes alone are not to be believed.
It not only depicts an act as an object; it 1s not even a paint-
ing of a paint stroke, but a mass-produced enamel plaque.
The two Wesselmanns are a late, geometric two-dimensional
Still Life and a three-dimensional black-and-white drawing of
a still life. In the painting a radio is the only “recognizable”
object; it confers its recognizability to the Mondrian back-
ground and the flat orange circle, which becomes an orange.
In the drawing, the orange is gray, but it is modeled nat-
uralistically and, taken separately, looks more like an orange
than the colored circle. Similar conclusions can be drawn or
not drawn about abstraction and reality in the Oldenburg
and Dine contributions. Dine has said of his Black Bathroom
II: “The canvas i1s the last vestige of unrealism. . . . It's so
unrealistic to put that washstand on the canvas I have to do
it, otherwise there is no more art; you could destroy it.”

To say that the “Other Tradition” codified here is just the
Dada-Surrealist-Pop stream would be gross oversimplification.
Morris and Albers are included, though Swenson notes that
“its major importance lies outside or beyond ‘significant form,’
and its application is useful chiefly to nonabstract art.” It
might be isolated better as one branch of the intellectual

1 Rosalind Krauss, “Jasper Johns,” The Lugano Review, No. 2 (1965),
p. 92.
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