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Abstract

In 1965, conceptual art as a term came into use, defining art with primary
importance placed on the artists’ propositional concept, de-emphasizing the manner of
execution. Conceptual art as a popular phenomenon, known as conceptualism, had a
profound impact upon the art world as a whole because it could manifest itself in any
material or form. It brought forth issues concerning art as a commodity, what art could
be, and art’s role in society. It set out to shock the art community, to change the language
of art, and to introduce a new way of perceiving and discussing art. While challenging the
museum and gallery establishment as wel] as traditional ideas of art, conceptual artists
became widely popular. The notoriety of these artists led to conceptual art becoming a
major trend, an institution similar to those it had first tried to challenge. This has led
many of its followers and critics to ask how successful have the makers of conceptual art
been in attaining their goals. I myself believe conceptual art has and will continue to be
used successfully by many artists. I also believe that these artists have attained many of
the goals that led them to use conceptual art. They brought attention to how art i§
constructed, shown and received. And though concepiualism did decline, its examination
of art and the art industry at one point in time encourages future generations to do the
same. Though it did not succeed in abolishing the object from art or defeating the
museum and gallery institution, conceptualism brought awareness to the art scene of the

United States and set a foundation for artists to continue to do so.
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1. Introduction

In 1965, conceptual art came into use as a term defining art with primary
importance placed on the artists’ propositional concept, de-emphasizing the manner of
execution. Conceptual art as a popular phenomenon, known as conceptualism, had a
profound impact upon the art world as a whole because it could manifest itself in any
material or form. This allowed conceptual artists to approach themes that artists working
in traditional matenals could not. The term conceptual art was defined by So) LeWitt, a
pioneer of the movement, to describe diverse forms of written and visual documentation,
including textual data, diagrams, drawings, maps, and photographic records. Stressing
the use of language and thought process, the movement was the culmination of written
informauon being enacted as art, something begun early in the century.

In minimizing the relevance of the permanent visual object, conceptual art also
demonstrated a disappointment with the museum and gallery system. It brought forth
1ssues such as art as a commodity, what art could be, and art’s role in society. It set out
to shock the art community, to change the language of art, and to introduce a new way of
pel_'ceiving and discussing art. Though it produced few known master works,
conceptualism is credited with breaking from conventional art-making and did a great
deal to open up the art world. This paper, focusing on conceptualism in the United
States, will investigate the degree to which conceptual art accomplished what it set forth
to do.

To determine if the conceptualists’ ideas broke with tradition and influenced the

direction of art, this paper will examine the art world from which conceptualism came,
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define how it differed from its background, and explain the results of the conceptual art
movement. First, this paper will look at the greater art scene in the United States that
preceded it. This will produce an overall context in which to place conceptual art and
demonstrate that it did not break with what came before it, but was instead the next
logical step in a progression. Then the goals of major artists who contributed heavily to
conceptualism will be delineated. Their works will be analyzed, investigating them in
reference to each other and to what critics, such as Robert Morgan, Ursula Meyer, and
Lucy Lippard have written about them. The paper will then examine how conceptual art

declined in the mid-1970’s and later gained in popularity.

2. Defining Conceptual Arnt

There have been many definitions of conceptual art given by artists and critics.
This section will explain the idea of conceptual art, looking at a number of these
definitions and differentiating the methodology from the movement that has been dubbed
conceptualism.

Conceptualism looked to early academies that established fine art as a Jearned,
self-conscious activity in Western culture. One of these tenets was a mistrust of the
optical as a basis for art, Like Marcel Duchamp, many conceptualists believed the more
painting relied on pﬁre]y visual sensation, "the lower its cognative value was assumed to
be.”! Late in the nineteenth century, the avant-garde had successfully turned academia on

its head, freeing sensual immediacy of color and texture from an imposed intellectual
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program. Conceptual art's de-emphasis on purely visual sensations marked an end to this
strategy. However, subsequent theories have strengthened conventional attachments to
painting and sculpture as the art market functions more comfortably selling these objects.
There are a few distinctions that need to be made. As multiple artists and critics
have defined conceptual art, many critics, out of convenience, now apply the term to
works and processes to which the term does not apply. Of the multiple definitions, none
describes all of conceptual art, but instead, all pieces fit the definitions to various degrees.
What I will be referring to when I use the term is art wherein the conceptual aspect is
more important than the physical object that represents it.> This means that while a
purely conceptual work would be simply an idea with no material manifestation, a work
of conceptual art may be communicated through a painting, a photo, a model, a map, a
text, or any other form of documentation the artist uses to convey the concept which is
the basis of the work. Lawrence Weiner’s works are an excellent example. Weiner
created statements, such as “One quart exterior green enamel thrown on a brick wall.”?
By simply thinking this idea, he created what he called a sculpture. To communicate the
idea to others, he could write it on paper, speak it, or draw a diagram. But these forms of
communication are not necessary for the work of art to exist, as the idea is the essence of
the work. This method of art was a popular phenomenon from the mid-sixties to the mid-
seventies across the globe. However, as Lucy Lippard has noted, it was not a unified
movement as the artists worked independently. The surge in popularity of a method or

process critical towards primarily visual art has been titled conceptualism by critics as a

! Crow, Thomas, Modern Art in the Common Culture, New Haven, 1996, 215.
? LeWitt, Sol, “Paragraphs on Conceptual Art” in Harrison and Wood, Art in Theory: 1900-1990, Oxford,
1998, 834.
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large umbrella to cover all the works appearing to focus primarily upon the art idea. The
distinction between the movement and method is far from precise “and frequently breaks
down in the works of artists who deliberately crossed genres and media forms.”

Artists whose works fall under the umbrella of conceptual and have had a
significant impact upon the art world have been dubbed the conceptualists. Though there
are many rosters of many lengths that define artists as conceptualists, here is a small,
general list of those working in the United States: the Art and Language group, John
Baldassar, Robert Barry, Mel Bochner, Daniel Buren, Victor Burgin, John Cage, Jan
Dibbets, Hans Haacke, General Idea, Dan Graham, Douglas Huebler, On Kawara, Joseph
Kosuth, Les Levine, Sol LeWitt, Richard Long, Robert Morris, Bruce Nauman, Dennis
Oppenheim, Adrian Piper, Bemnar Venet, and Lawrence Weiner.’

The term conceptual art has a debatable origin, but it is generally believed that it
came into popular use between 1965 and 1967. Before this, Ed Keinholz had alluded to
the idea of conceptual art in his essays of the late 1950°s. Henry Flynt, in 1961, described
a type of concept art in which the materials were the concepts, similar to music, in which
the materials are sounds. Duchamp also spoke of something similar as “brain facts” early
in the century to emphasize the intellectual rather than physical aspects of art. Robert
Morgan believes that conceptual art has been with us since 1913, when Duchamp made
his first readymade and Malevich made his first suprematist painting.

Conceptual art challenged the traditional idea of the art object as a unique,

collectable commodity. It did so by suggesting that the quality that makes an object a

* Godfrey, Tony, Concepiual Ar1, London, 1998, 165.
*Bird and Newman, Rewriring Concepiual Art, London, 1999, 6.
3 Atkins, Robert, Artspeak, New York, 1997, 74.
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work of art exists only in the viewer’s mind and through his mental participation. The
viewer takes on an active, rather than passive, role as receiving the work becomes part of
the work. In this way, conceptual art explored the mechanics of meaning.

Conceptual art also offers a critique of art, questioning why we have needed the
object in the past. Many arusts, such as Lawrence Weiner, Robert Barry, and Joseph
Kosuth, saw themselves as taking art past the object into the realm of language. This
critique has had a profound effect on contemporary artists.

To question art, as conceptual art has done, is to question the materialistic values
of our culture and society. It demonstrates dissatisfaction with the gallery system and
questions ownership by reducing the ownable object to mere documentation. In today’s
culture, the museum is a church, where the congregated meditate on icons in a quiet hush.
The object is fetishized without thought as to why. Conceptual art has tried to raise
awareness of this event by questioning the necessity of the object in worship. Art became
simply information, not to be judged by aesthetics, as Doug Huebler said, but on its
interest as an idea.® Artists became concerned with issues of communication,
documentation, meaning, and these issues were central to the art because they were the
ideas expressed.

While conceptual art has always been considered to be an international
phenomenon, it has been described as disseminating out of New York, the self-
proclaimed center of the art world in the sixties and seventies. However, a recent
exhibition called Global Conceptualism offered a different proposal: that conceptual art

surfaced in many different nations around the world independently. Artists would have
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been influenced by each other and by the same sources, such as Duchamp, but developed
for the most part on their own. Their different backgrounds and the diversity of Jocal
cultures shaped conceptual art differently in places such as Japan and Eastern Europe, for
example. I think conceptual art in America is different from conceptual art in Western
Europe or Australia, even though artists in these areas would have corresponded and
interacted. Michael Newman and Jon Bird call this conceptual art’s “local specificity and
its global reach.”” Too much emphasis has been placed on the New York scene being a
core of conceptual art as a global phenomenon and not enough attention has been paid to
how conceptual art in America developed in itself.

A common issue is how 10 recognize c-0nceptua] art if it is not defined by a
medium or style. Works of conceptual art have taken many forms: readymades,
interventions (objects in unexpected contexts), documentation (works presented by
evidence), and Janguage. And though the definitions of conceptual art number as many
as the artists themselves, one main guideline is that the idea of the work is of primary
importance while the object that is created, if there is one, is of secondary importance.
Many conceptual works are reflexive, starting with the question, “What is art?”’ and
ending with the answer that this actual questioning is art. These artists doubt the
traditions around them and imagine what could be. They say art of the future does not
have to look like art of the past.® Similarly, Kosuth defined conceptual art as inquiring

into the foundations of the concept of art,” but during the seventies many other conceptual

¢ Huebler, Doug, "Saboteur or Trophy? Advance or Retreat?" Artforum, v. 20 no. 9, May 1982, 76.
" Bird and Newman, Rewriring Conceptual Art, London, 1999, 1.

¥ Clegg and Guttmann, “On Conceptual Art’s Tradition,” Fiash Art, v. XXI no. 143,

Nov./Dec., 1988, 99.

? Godfrey, Tony, Conceptual Ar1, London, 1998, 13.
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artists disdainfully viewed Kosuth’s theoretical art as self-absorbed. Lippard discusses in
Six Years the importance of the dematerialization of the object, which many other critics
of the time, such as Jack Bumham, saw as a gimmick." Since she wrote the book in
1973, Lippard has suggested that the term “dematerialization” is inadequate for
describing the increasing conceptualization of art. Though many of those who stressed
the importance of dematerializing have retracted, some are adamant, such as Michael
Kirby, who describes conceptual art as striving towards the absence of the physical,
though conceptualists knew it was impossible."" These challenges to its defining
characteristics demonstrate the controversial nature of defining conceptual art.

One last defining characteristic of conceptualism is its reaction to formalism with
a return to focusing on content and meaning. By the 1960’s, the dominant strain of
modemnism was formalism, which focused solely on the use of new and more appropriate
styles developed to represent the new world of industrialization and mass media.
Modemism concerned itself with the visual elements that give a work its form: shape,
structure, size, scale, composition, etc. “Formalism is generally believed to imply an
artistic or interpretive emphasis on form, rather than content, but form and content are, in
fact, complementary aspects in any work.”'> A uniting element of conceptual art is its
reaction against formalism. Kosuth saw formalist art as an art condition. He believed
that it was called art because it resembled work that came before it, i.e. a canvas in a

certain shape and size stained a certain way with such a color. This view leads to a

0 Lippard, Lucy R., Six Years: The Dematerializarion of the Art Object from 1966 ro 1972, New York,
1973.

" Kirby, Michael. “Foreword,” in Robert D. Morgan, Conceptual Art: An American Perspective, London,
1994, [X.

"* Atkins, Robert, Artspeak, New York, 1997, 98.
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predetermined idea of the possibilities of art. Formalist art critics accepted a definition of
art based on formal characteristics. This posed a problem to conceptualists because many
objects or images may appear similar, but this does not mean that they are related in an
artistic or conceptual relauonship. Therefore, formalist criticism analyzed the physical
attributes of particular objects that happen to exist in a context. This did little to add to
the understanding of a work of art overall, as it does not investigate the idea structure that
drove the work and gave many twentieth century pieces, such as readymades, their
complexity. So in reaction to this, conceptualists believed it was important to try to
understand, though it may be impossible, the nature of art, and expand it. Questioning
the nature of art is a major tenet that conceptual art traces back to Duchamp through a

complex network of art historical roots.

3. Precursors

Arl that exists solely as ideas seems an exireme notion and even today is met with
skepticism. However, the emergence of conceptualism was not a sudden radical break,
but was a recognition and popularization of ideas that already existed. To decipher where
conceptual art comes from involves trying to distinguish who did what first, over which
there is great dispute. One could write an entire history of the importance of the idea in
the work of art. Some examples are Van Eyck’s self-portrait and Magritte’s Ceci n’esi
pais une pipe. Van Eyck’s self-portrait contains at the top of the work the phrase “to the

best of my ability,” which seems very modest, but the painting is masterfully executed.
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The work contains self-referral and illuminates issues of meaning and issues in the
signifier-signified relationship.

Magritte’s Ceci n’est pais une pipe has similar issues, though made centuries
later, dating from 1926. It juxtaposes a picture of a smoking pipe with the words “This is
not a pipe” written in French below it. Again, there is paradox in the signifier-signified
relationship, and a theme of self-reference. These works both contain aspects that appeal
to the viewer’s mind rather than his eye. They are examples of singular works in history
that contain the seed of what would become conceptual art.

There is an adage in playwriting that for a gun to be fired at someone in the third
act of a play, it must be shown in act one and loaded in act two. Duchamp and dada were
the act one that allowed neo-dada and minimalists to load the gun which conceptual art
fired. The ideas of Duchamp and other artists had been incorporated into the American
art scene long enough to produce a number of artists who, contemporary and independent
of each other, utilized the medium of the idea.

Duchamp’s readymades state that they are art, and in doing so question for the
first time what makes something a work of art. But, before Duchamp, Picasso’s collage
painting of chair caning does something similar: it is at the same time representational
and the real thing. The letiers “JOU” refer to “journal” or newspaper. The word is
linked to reality, but is itsclf painted and not material reality.”? So cubists introduced the
everyday object as part of a work of art before Duchamp’s readymade, but it is the
readymade that introduced the everyday object itself as art. By referring to the everyday

object, both disrupt the viewer’s idea and ask the viewer how he or she knows what he or
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she knows. Later, the conceptual art of the sixties would employ the same technique -the
use of the everyday- to shock the viewer and force cdti(;al thinking.

Although Marcel Duchamp was associated with both dadaism and surrealism, he
began his career associated with cubism. However, in 1912, his Nude Descending a
Staircase (No. 2) was removed from a cubist exhibit as it did not fit the hapging
committee’s idea of what a cubist painting should be, as it resembled futurism too
closely. Duchamp realized the avant-garde, once accepted, could be just as tyrannical as
the academies." Duchamp desired to put art “in the service of the mind,” but after his
fiasco with the cubists, he believed painting could not do so. For this reason, he would
later give up painting for chess. He began to claim chess as his artistic medium, chess
containing the mental effort that defined art. His interest in chess stemmed from his
interest in logic and his desire Lo educate his audience about the limits of reason. He saw
painting as physical and with no notion of free thought, as it was governed by rules of
aesthetics. So he began his fight against what he called “retinal art,” art which appealed
to the eye through beauty.

Duchamp desired to shock, to question the authority that could not define the
perimeters of art, but dictated what objects should be considered art. He said later, “I was
interested in ideas, not merely visual products.”” For him, a work of art would be an
object in the physical world and morc importantly, what he would call a “brain fact.” His
readymades were examples of these brain facts. He described them as objects taken from

the “everyday world and deprived ... of al] functional, technical, and commercial

" Godfrey, Tony, Conceprual Art, London, 1998, 24.
" Ibid., 27.
5 Ibid.
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value.”*® In doing so, however, he gave them a new function: to develop ideas through
artistic status. Duchamp said it was useless to define a work of art except as a mental
effort, as a victory over taste.

Duchamp’s readymades, such as The Fountain, were a victory over taste as they
wre not chosen ofr their aesthetic qualities. They begged the viewer to ask what are the
conditions for making a work of art. The Fountain was a urinal Duchamp bought at the
J.L. Mott Ironworks and submitted to the Society of Independent Artists’ first exhibition
in 1917 under the false name R. Mutt. The exhibition was to have no jury; any artist who
paid the six dollar entrance fee could show. Duchamp submitted The Founrain to see if
the directors of the Society would stick to their word. William Glacken, the president of
the Society, was horrified and said the urinal was indecent and could not be shown,
unaware that it was Duchamp who had submitted it. The directors quickly voted that the
work would not be exhibited, explaining to the press that it was by no means a work of
art. The work began a debate over who determined something was a work of art, testing
the “standards and behavior of the Society’s directors.””” And as The Fountain had been
for sale before the directors had pulled it from the exhibit, it raised questions of
commodity and originality. Why does a commaodity, because of the Jabor put into it by
someone like Duchamp, become something that is above its use value? This investigation
of commodity worship demonstrates a concern with fetishism that conceptual artists
would confront through the dematerializing of the art object.

The division between the retinal and the conceprual was a central element in

Duchamp’s work. Though other works in the past have stated they were art, his

1 Ibid.
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readymades were the first that in doing so quesuoned what makes something art. He was
the first artist in western tradition to place more value upon the conceptual component of
a work than on the visual. This was the first step in the production of an art whose
medium was simply the idea, and that is why he is considered to be the father of
conceptual art.

Duchamp was a father figure to the dadaists as well as to the conceptualists. But
dadaists and conceptualists also drew from the use of language in cubist collages. In
cubist pieces, it was not that the words themselves were the art, but the cubists’ use of
words acknowledged the everyday and, like a readymade, raised qucstions as to what
could be used in art. Francis Picabia’s dada painting The Cacodvlic Eye, from 1921, is an
example of how the dadaists later appropriated the cubist use of text. The Cacodylic Eye
consists of messages which visitors to the artist’s apartment had painted on the canvas.
This piece deconstructed painting with its non-traditional composition. It did not express
the artist’s personality, but was instead a place for people to meet, a compendium of their
ideas. This piece used text to question ideas of art, ownership, and authorship, and
embodied what would be a tenet of conceptualism, that the idea, here the collaboration of
the artist with his visitors, is the machine that drives the artwork. It also recognized that
the art of the future did not have to look like the art of the past, and it did so with the
independence and rejection of tradition typical of dada.

Apart from Duchamp, dada was concentrated mostly in Europe. In 1916, Hugo
Ball founded dada at the Cabaret Voltaire in Zurich as a protest against World War I,

desiring to remind the world that there are independent men who will stand up for their

" Ibid., 30.

12
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ideals.'® «

What we call Dada 1s a harlequinade made of nothingness in which all higher
questions are involved ... The Dadaist loves the extraordinary, the absurd even... The
Dadaist fights against the death-throes and death-drunkenness of his time.” '* Tristan
Tzara, who edited the French magazine Dada, wrote in the “Dada Manifesto of 1918,” “I
write a manifesto and I want nothing, yet I say certain things and in principle I am against
manifestoes ... [ write this manifesto to show that people can perform contrary actions...
I do not explain because I hate common sense.” * This demonstrates the militant nature
of dada, which it coupled with a desire for freedom, anarchy, and chaos. “Dada was born
of a need for independence, of a distrust for unity. Those who are with us preserve their
freedom. We recognize no theory.” *' There was a great desire for social change
combined with a vehement message that they wanted nothing: dada was full of
contradictions. “The Dadaist is naive... The Dadaist considers it necessary to come out
agaijnst art, because he has seen through its fraud as a moral safety valve. Perhaps this
militant attitude s a last gesture of inculcated honesty, perhaps it merely amuses the
Dadaist, perhaps it means nothing at all.” * Overall, dada was more concerned with
promoting anarchy, personal freedom, and the destruction of logic than with the
production of art objects.

Walter Benjamin in his “The Author as Producer” described dada’s strength as

testing art’s authenticity.” It did so “to the extent that it sacrificed the market values

'® Ball, Hugo, “Dada Fragroents™ (1916-1917), translation from Harrison and Wood, Art in Theory: 1900-
1990, p. 247.

“Ibid.

:OTZZIEL Tristan, “Dada Manifesto 1918 (1918), in Harrison and Wood, Art in Theory: 1900-1990, p. 249.
! Ibid., 250.

Z Huelsenbeck, Richard, En Avant Dada (1920), in Harrison and Wood, Art in Theory: 1900-1990, p. 258.

B Benjamin. Walter, “The Author as Producer” (1934), in Harrison and Wood, Ar7 in Theory: 1900-1990,
1998, 486.

13



The Evotution of Conceptual Art in America Kempton Mooney

which are so characteristic of the [work] in favor of higher ambitions.”” Their works’
promotion of the jrrational was more important to the dadaists than their sales values.
They also challenged the notion of what materials could be used in art. *“Dadaistic
activities actually assured a rather vehement distraction by making works of art the center
of scandal. One requirement was foremost: to outrage the public.”” An example of their
desire to shock the audience, as Duchamp had done, is Ben Peret’s 1926 insulting priests
on the street, documented by photographs. The work was the action of insulting the
priest, illogical and destructive, but promoting freedom at the same time. The photo was
not the art but was evidence of the art having taken place, and by using documentation
such as this, artists were able to present more things as art than in the past. However,
problems arose from using documentation, such as distinguishing the documentation
from the art itself, and these Jater problems would plague the conceptualists. The
conceptualists did not invent this idea of documenting works that enabled the artists to
present more things as art than in the past. It was instead a continuance of the techniques
already established by the dadaists.

Often times dadaists works had to be assigned to separate rooms once a curator
saw the nature of the pieces. This occurred in 1919 to Max Emst and Johannes Baargeld
in a show at the Cologne Kunstverein. Emst and Baargeld subsequently decided to show,
along with their works, readymades, such as an umbrella and a piano hammer, and works
by children in their room.” The staging of the exhibition, rather than any particular

element, became the artwork. Emest Baurgeld held an exhibitionin 1920 in the Brasserie

» Benjamin, Walter, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” (1936), in Harrison and
Wood, Art in Theory: 1900-1990, 1998, 517.
7 Joid.
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Winter in Cologne that told the viewer to go and destroy what he did not like. This
deconstructed the bourgeois exhibition, where the people are told what they will like as
art, and this deconstuction prefigures conceptual art’s attention to how art is exhibited.

The dadaists’ emphasis on their ideas and philosophies rather than their material
work demonstrates the conceptual quality of dada. Some critics, such as Godfrey, view
conceptual art as developing from Duchamp in waves, dada being the first wave of
development.”’ According to this view, dada was an early phase of conceptual art.
However, Duchamp was not the only father figure to conceptualists. Many, including
Kosuth, were greatly influenced by the teachings of Ad Reinhardt.

Coming to painting with a background in art -history and philosophy, Ad
Reinhardt had the tools to create a completely introspective art. He emphasized the
tautological nature of art in his paintings as he gradually tried to remove the anti-art
qualities from his work. By 1950, he was painting clean and linear paintings with
varying shades of one predominate color. In the late fifties, he began to paint all black
works. The paintings were five-feet square divided into nine sections. In purifying his
paintings, he had eliminated color, brush strokes, texture and everything that was not art.
He chose a size that was not big or small; it simply existed. He would not vary from this
pure format for the rest of his life.

Reinhardt’s works demonstrated his belief that “art is art as art and everything
else is everything else. Art as art is nothing but art.’® He hated subjectivity, and instead

desired total introspection in art. He believed ant should be detached, empty, and

% [bid., 44.
7 Ibid., 37.
* Reinhardt, Ad, “Art as Art” (1962), in Harrison aod Wood, Art in Theory: 1900-1990, 1998, 805.
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1.”# This meant no lines or images, shapes or symbols, no decorating, no

“immateria
accidents or readymades, no things, no relations, no attributes, nothing that was not of the
essence.™ In support of his ideas, he not only paimted, but lectured and wrote
continuously, assigning meaning to his black paintings and making it hard for critics to
co-opt it. This would impress upon future artist such as Joseph Kosuth that the total
activity of the artist gave works a cultural life. It became the artist’s responsibility to
discuss art theory. Reinhardt fathered not only abstract painting, but also the idea of
whittling art down to pure introspection.

After World War 11, there was a great desire in America, as well as in Europe, for
the materialism, civility, and culture of the visual arts. As a result, there was not a
demand for revolutionary art, but for visual images. Painting reigned. However, while
there was not a great counter-movement, there were individuals who fought against the
tyranny of accepted painting. Individuals such as John Cage, Robert Rauschenberg,
Jasper Johns, and the choreographer Merce Cunningham desired to revive the ideas of
Duchamp and the dadaists. They questioned traditional assumptions about art and the art
object.

Before the war, Cage, a composer, was already known for his experimental work
and rejection of the traditional European notions of form and composing. In the fifties,
he created pieces such as 4°33”, a piano concerto in three movements in which the pjanist
sits at a piano silently for four minutes and thirty-three seconds. The audience is meant to

observe silence and the everyday noises, which fill the background wash of silence. Any

sound could be music. At the center of Cage’s work, like the work of the dadaists, was a
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belief in personal freedom and a rejection of value judgements. To him, everything could
be considered beautiful if conceived of properly. It was the idea, the recognition, and the
perspective of the viewer that made a work interesting.

After World War I, Rauschenberg’s work progressed from photography to the
utilization of found objects in paintings, heavily influenced by Duchamp and the dadaists.
During this time he worked with Cage, Johns, and Cunningham at Black Mountain
College in North Carolina and with them began what they described as “happenings,”
performance events that empowered the viewer and helped art escape the museum. In
1953, Rauschenberg sold white paintings, and knowing they would become dirty,
arranged to have them repainted by someone years later. This questioned ideas of
originality, authorship, and the fetish value of culture, placing value on a work because of
the labor put into it. It was not important that Rauschenberg painted the canvas; what
was important was what he revealed through the absence of imagery. This focus on the
absence of imagery is also seen in his drawing in reverse, in which he took a drawing by
Willem de Kooning, whom he admired greatly, and erased the drawin<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>