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ABSTRACT
Finesse: Louise Lawler’s Pictures
Leah Pires

This dissertation is a study of the early work of the American artist Louise Lawler and
her collaborators, including Christopher D’Arcangelo, Sherrie Levine, and Jenny Holzer. It
centers on the New York art world between 1978 and 1983—a moment hailed as the end of
avant-gardism and the birth of postmodernism—and examines the legacy and transformation of
conceptual art and institutional critique by a new generation of artists during this period.
Lawler’s practice is analyzed in relation to those of her Pictures Generation peers, so named for
their affiliation with the non-profit space Artists Space (which mounted the influential exhibition
Pictures, curated by Douglas Crimp, in 1977) and the commercial gallery Metro Pictures,
founded in 1980. The work of Pictures artists is united by its appropriation of images and texts
culled from everyday life and modified through photographic strategies such as cropping,
captioning, and juxtaposition. These artists, many of them women, developed a critique of
representation—in Gayatri Spivak’s words, of standing-for and speaking-for—located at the
crossroads of feminism and postmodernism. Though Lawler’s practice was understood as
institutional critique at the moment of its emergence, she has since been historicized as a Pictures
artist. This study understands her as a double agent who deliberately operates between and across
spheres usually kept separate. In so doing, she refigures the practice of critique as a subtle form
of maneuvering that I, following the artist, term finesse. The key contribution of Lawler’s work
is a new understanding of power, informed by the politics of identity and difference, which
accounts for the crucial importance of subjectivity and positioning in the act of critique.
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Introduction

Finesse
“How has the terrain shifted since you started out?” Martha Buskirk asked Louise Lawler
in a 1994 interview, referring to her experience of New York as a young artist in the 1970s.
Lawler’s response is pointed yet enigmatic, like much of her work: “It is no longer a matter of
trying to subvert or intrude,” she observed. “Those strategies are now recognized and invited.
Now it is a matter of finessing, which is certainly not enough.”1 If this statement shares with
those of the historical and neo-avant-gardes the structure of an imperative, it also distinguishes
itself from their means—intrusion and subversion, now recognized and invited—in its
endorsement of a different tactic: finessing (which, the artist acknowledges elliptically, is itself
“not enough”).
What is finesse? What is it to finesse? In its most general sense, the word denotes skill
and discretion in the handling of a situation; this may involve artifice, cunning, or subtle strategy.
Its synonyms include dexterity, trickery, and sleight. Finesse can also be used to describe
delicate workmanship or refined comportment. In the context of the card game bridge, “to
finesse” has another nuance: to win a round not through the force of one’s strongest card, but by
playing a lesser card that one knows will nonetheless top one’s opponents. Thus, the shrewd
player pockets two wins: the present round, and another to come. In an expanded sense, then,
finessing can indicate the subtle and indirect manipulation of circumstances to one’s advantage
through close observation and clever maneuvering. It is a powerful strategy, albeit an oblique
one. I contend that finesse is the quintessential mode of Lawler’s work over the past four
decades, though it was already legible in one of her earliest works, a pair of books produced and
1

Martha Buskirk, “Interviews with Sherrie Levine, Louise Lawler, and Fred Wilson,” in October
1

distributed in 1978. Through their form and content, they model a critique of mastery (or better,
a finessing of mastery) which, like much of Lawler’s work, cuts a path beyond earlier models of
institution-critical art and their impasses.
The words TWO BOOKS HAVE BEEN PUBLISHED overlay a photograph of an uncapped
fountain pen resting atop a blank page; this postcard announced the release of Untitled
(Black/White) and Untitled (Red/Blue). Its reverse presents a heterodox list of stockists: a jeweler,
a hair salon, a movie theater, a Connecticut library, and the print shop where the books were
made, among more conventional options. Together, Untitled (Black/White) and Untitled
(Red/Blue) comprise two “works” in three volumes (figs. 0.1-2). The former bears, fittingly, a
black and white cover presenting a grainy close-up of a reclining woman’s face cinematically
framed by black bars. The latter pair is sheathed in vibrant monochromes. The inside covers of
each copy detail an enigmatic pricing scheme. The blue book reads: “The price of this volume
together with the red volume that make up this book is $7.95 or $100. The price of this work is
$7.95 or $100. The price of this copy is encircled.” Then, just below, a printed circle designates
the price: the “bargain” option ending in a customary “.95,” while the higher in an evenly
rounded sum. The black and white book mirrors this two-tier pricing scheme.
Untitled (Black/White) presents a screenplay by Lawler’s colleague (and later dealer)
Janelle Reiring, dramatizing a historical press account of the October 1917 execution of the
Dutch dancer and alleged double agent Mata Hari, who was accused of spying for Germany in
World War I. The story is interspersed with three representations of playing cards: it opens with
a photograph of an ornate face-down card; later, the caption “Seven of Spades” rest at the bottom
of an otherwise blank page; and finally, the seven of diamonds’ face is pictured in black and
white near the book’s end. In Untitled (Red/Blue), the playing card motif supplants the
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screenplay entirely. Here, the reader is presented with one face-down playing card after another
printed at actual scale on the recto of every page. Each is captioned with the name of a card from
a standard 52-card deck. In the red book, one is first presented with the caption “three of hearts,”
followed by “five of hearts,” “seven of hearts,” and so on. The blue book opens with the two of
hearts, then the three of hearts, the six of hearts, and so forth. For the keen observer, something
of a pattern will begin to emerge: the cards are presented in ascending numeric order, grouped by
suit. However, certain cards appear twice, while others are absent from both books entirely. The
two volumes of Untitled (Red/Blue) are not just inseparable on a transactional level, in the sense
that they are priced together as a single work, but also on a symbolic level: the numerical
accretion alternates between red volume and blue so that only together do they approach a full
deck.
Are we looking at one card presented repeatedly under different guises—“one” made to
stand for “all”? Or is each card actually a representation of the same card suggested by its
caption—a 1:1 relationship between image and text? At first glance, each card back appears
indistinguishable from the next, but upon closer examination, subtle differences emerge,
suggesting that we are, in fact, looking at different cards, though their value is unknown (in more
ways than one). The verso of each page foils every attempt to verify the relationship between
text and image: it is, without exception, blank. Instead, the reader is simply “dealt” another card,
face-down, until the ace of clubs on the last page of the blue book rounds out the deck.
Into what kind of game do these books invite their viewer? They offer a simultaneously
incomplete and redundant deck of cards, bound together in fixed volumes that resist their
conventional use and exchange (but open them up to other kinds). The handheld format is
deceptively unassuming: what could be more easily grasped than a paperback book presenting
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such familiar materials? The books’ indeterminate pricing scheme intimates that this card game
is one that might take place in a casino, where one’s finances fluctuate alongside one’s fortunes.
Choosing a closed book off the shelf is like being dealt a card: its value only reveals itself
temporally and contextually. Similarly, the alternating descriptors “book,” “work,” and “copy,”
and the unorthodox points of sale (a diamond store, a hair salon) impede a conventional read, by
which one knows what something is by virtue of where it is. In this game, the rules of
engagement are opaque and mastery—here understood as certitude and control—remains elusive.
Most card games are premised on the fact that every card has two sides, one of which is
concealed until it is put into play. Its value is contingent on the other cards in one’s hand, the
other players’ hands, the stakes laid, and the rounds played. One seeks to assess cards without
seeing their faces (either through calculation, observation, or sheer luck) so that one might gain
advantage within the game, outperform one’s opponents, and gain money or status. Actions are
always made on the basis of partial knowledge. Simply put, gambling is a pursuit of mastery—
the mastery of chance—that, more often than not, is bound to fail; certainty and resolution are
constitutively withheld, and the house always holds the advantage. And yet if one is playing to
win, participation rests on the belief that one might master chance: that mastery might reside
within the subject who plays. One psychoanalytic account of gambling describes it as “an
unsatisfactory attempt to exert and impose control, externally and internally.”2 The pursuit of
mastery has long been associated with masculinity. Anthropologist Natasha Dow Schüll has
shown how betting games like poker, which depend to some extent on skill and require
“courage…and composure in the face of contingency,” have been masculinized, while pure
chance games like slot machines have been feminized, classed, and dismissed as shallow and
2

Peter Fuller, introduction to The Psychology of Gambling, edited by Jon Halliday and Peter
Fuller (New York: Harper and Row, 1975), 129.
4

mechanical.3
The cards that make up the content of Untitled (Red/Blue) are the stuff of green-table
games like poker or blackjack, but the work’s fixed trajectory is more akin to a slot machine or a
lottery ticket. Mastery isn’t withdrawn simply through the force of chance, as with all gambling,
but also on a structural level. Any attempt to understand this deck through calculation is bound to
fail, because its apparent gaps and redundancies render conventional strategies obsolete, and the
faces of cards are perpetually withheld. Is the caption beneath each card trustworthy, or is it just
a bluff? (Recall that only Untitled (Black/White) reveals the face of a card, but the fact that it is
misidentified by a displaced caption—Seven of Spades—doesn’t exactly inspire confidence.)
Readers seem to have the tools to “play,” and an invitation to do so, but any attempt to enter into
the game ricochets them back into a space of uncertainty.
The unreliability of appearances is a trope that appears elsewhere in Lawler’s work.
When asked to submit a portrait for the cover of the magazine Artscribe in 1990, Lawler instead
sought out a stock press photograph of Meryl Streep and overlaid it with the phrase RECOGNITION
MAYBE, MAY NOT BE USEFUL

(fig. 0.3). Here, the double entendre “recognition” might denote

identification just as much as acclaim. The same might be said of the woman in close-up on the
cover of Untitled (Black/White). Who is she? Seemingly not Mata Hari herself. Even the seven
of diamonds inside, usually rendered in red, is disguised in black and white. But what would it
mean to “identify” these double agents? What position would we occupy in doing so? Does
someone’s appearance—whether captured in a photograph or glimpsed across the poker table—
really tell anything at all? Here, vision (so privileged as a mode of access to knowledge and
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Natasha Dow Schüll, “Engineering Chance,” in Collapse VIII (December 2014): 209, 211-12.
The below examples of gambling’s link to masculinity were first encountered through Dow
Schüll’s text, 209-10.
5

mastery historically) ceases to be reliable, though it offers the viewer a pretense to authority.4
The unresolvable uncertainty and partiality presented by the books’ content and form is an
invitation to mastery (both of chance and of meaning) that simultaneously undermines the very
possibility of its realization.
This is Louise Lawler’s sleight of hand, the hallmark of her practice: an act of finesse not
intended to deceive so much as to attune the viewer to their context, to invite probing of the
constituent elements of its construction, and to introduce skepticism about whether appearances
can be taken at face value. The definitions of finesse I presented earlier share a great deal with
the grammar of Lawler’s work: both take a relationship to others as axiomatic, entail a canny
engagement with a given situation and set of materials, and may draw on duplicity or codeswitching as a resource. Lawler’s work is far from complicit with its context, yet it doesn’t
engage in “critique” in any sense familiar from the oppositional art practices of years or decades
prior, which often adopted the language of certitude and the semblance of distance from the
systems they sought to reveal. Their attempts to “unveil” or “expose” the institution of art betray
an anxiety about the trustworthiness of appearances and a misplaced desire to distinguish allies
from informants.
Finesse rests on the premise that an acknowledgement of the constitutive partiality and
imbrication of every position must ground any sustained act of resistance. This formulation takes
its cue from Judith Butler, who writes that “power pervades the very conceptual apparatus that
seeks to negotiate its terms, including the subject position of the critic.” Yet this “implication of

4

Martin Heidegger, “The Age of the World Picture,” in The Question Concerning Technology,
and Other Essays, translated by William Lovitt, 155-82 (New York: Harper & Row, 1977), 132,
134, 149. [Original lecture June 1938]; Craig Owens, “The Discourse of Others: Feminists and
Postmodernism,” in Beyond Recognition: Representation, Power, and Culture (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1992), 179. [Essay first published 1983].
6

the terms of criticism in the field of power” does not invalidate critique; rather, it is “the very
precondition for a politically engaged critique.”5 Andrea Fraser has marked subjectivity as both
the precondition and boundary of institutional critique. She writes: “We carry, each of us, our
institutions inside ourselves. Just as art cannot exist outside the field of art, I cannot exist outside
the field of art, at least not as what I am, which is an artist. And this is also the limit of
institutional critique.”6 This may be, in part, what Lawler refers to when she states, “It is no
longer a matter of trying to subvert or intrude… Now it is a matter of finessing, which is
certainly not enough”: not that critical resistance is impossible, but that the fate of the historical
and neo-avant-gardes’ revolutionary aims brings into relief precisely the availability and limits of
such critiques.
Lawler’s work is somehow resistant—but resistant to what? To showing its cards, to
explaining its motives, to being mastered by certitude. It offers a different approach to the
institution of art—not one of overthrowing or unveiling, but of finessing, here modeled
somewhat literally by these books, yet observable across four decades of work since. Finesse
favors proximity and participation, but participating differently. It presents an ethics of partiality
and uncertainty, and rests on the premise that those attuned to the conditions and relations that
reproduce a system, in all its limits and contingencies, are best positioned to transform it from
within. This is aligned with a Foucauldian understanding of critique, which, Butler writes, “looks
both for the conditions by which the object field is constituted, but also for the limits of those

5

Judith Butler, “Contingent Foundations: Feminism and the Question of Postmodernism,” in
Feminists Theorize the Political, edited by Judith Butler and Joan Wallach Scott, 3-21, (New
York: Routledge, 1992), 6-7.
6
Andrea Fraser, “Why Does Fred Sandback’s Work Make Me Cry?” in Grey Room 22 (Winter
2006): 40.
7

conditions, the moments where they point up their contingency and their transformability.”7
The cards in these volumes are life-size, after all, less an allegory of a card game than a
game unto themselves. But how to begin reading—how to play? The books must be held,
implying that participation and partiality are here the preconditions for any action, whether by
the artist or the viewer. As with all card games, the next move can't be gleaned solely from
what’s held in one’s hand, but emerges through attention to what lies beyond: the larger field in
which the game is played, or here, the context in which the book is located. When the terms of a
game are always shifting, only an oblique approach can gain advantage. Wit and dexterity, often
shrouded by opacity, delineate a certain sphere of action. Likewise, the pretense to mastery
becomes a weakness that can be exploited in one’s opponents; hubris and certitude become
liabilities when met with the adaptability of finesse. Intimate knowledge of the game and
apparent adherence to its rules allow the player with finesse to stay one step ahead through subtle
interventions and reversals. Lawler isn’t in it to win—she is playing the long game, which seeks
to transform the rules of the game itself.

Pictures and other efforts
In 1979, as Ronald Reagan announced his first bid for presidency with the slogan “Let’s
Make America Great Again,” a group of New York artists, many of them women, were
developing what came to be understood as a critique of representation—the founding gesture of
postmodernism in the visual arts. Tectonic shifts in the New York art world at the turn of the
decade effaced longstanding lines between artist and non-artist, public and private, complicity
and critique. Social life was increasingly understood not as “natural” or unified, but as
7
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constructed through representation.8 By questioning how words and images make meaning, and
how they might come to mean differently depending on who is speaking, a loose-knit group of
artists now known as the Pictures Generation forged a new relationship between art and politics
that continues to resonate today.
Born in 1947 in Bronxville, a well-to-do suburb north of New York City, Lawler studied
in the College of Architecture, Art, and Planning at Cornell University and graduated with a
Bachelor of Fine Arts in 1969. While a student at Cornell, Lawler developed a friendship with
her classmate Gordon Matta-Clark, who later became known for his radical, site-specific
architectural interventions. During Lawler’s last semester at Cornell, in the spring of 1969, the
two young artists assisted with the installation of the landmark exhibition Earth Art, curated for
the Andrew Dickson White Museum of Art on campus by Willoughby Sharp. Notable for its
status as the first American museum exhibition dedicated to the phenomenon of land art, it
featured work by Hans Haacke, Robert Morris, Dennis Oppenheim, Robert Smithson, and others
that was produced on site by the artists with the help of student assistants. Fittingly, the work
was installed both inside the museum and around the Cornell campus, and Lawler cites the
exhibition as an early moment when she began to think about the relationship between “inside”
and “outside” the institution, a concern that would later become central to her work: “This was of
course an inside/outside situation, but it already was a time when being outside the institution
8
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certainly made sense. Work could be clandestine or be part of a ‘Be In,’” she recalled.9
While a student at Cornell, Lawler also spent a semester in New York City. She and a
group of undergraduate art and architecture students shared a studio overlooking Union Square
and their curriculum included studio visits with New York-based artists. Lawler humorously
recounts that one of her classmates, a sculptor, “was constantly trying to convince us to ask to
visit Duchamp. She was actually wild-eyed with enthusiasm. The rest of us sat there mildly
intrigued that he was in fact (we thought) somewhere near Twenty-third Street.”10 (This anecdote
is told to Martha Buskirk in an interview for a special issue of the journal October exploring
“The Duchamp Effect” in post-WWII art. While Duchamp’s dandyish trickster approach may
seem like an obvious antecedent to Lawler’s tactic of finesse, she resists any direct association
between their practices in the interview, and I show in this study that Lawler’s work differs
crucially from Duchamp’s in its relationship to mastery and subjectivity.) Upon moving to New
York City in 1969, Lawler remembers, “I was skeptical about what you do as an artist and didn’t
expect to actually be one, but I diligently went to the galleries on Saturdays. Uptown, on the East
Side, I wasn’t sure you were supposed to go in. It wasn’t so much whose work it was that
interested me but looking at how it was working, what was expected of it in those situations.”11
Her sharp awareness of the codes and contexts that surround art’s display would become a
leitmotif of her subsequent work. During this time, Lawler also attended exhibitions and
performances that took place outside the physical confines of traditional art institutions: “on a
pier, under the Brooklyn Bridge, on a roof,” at the artist-run space 122 Greene Street, or the
dealer Holly Solomon’s loft at 89 Greene Street. The artist recalls the environment as “not a
9
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salon by invitation but a loose community; I would recognize at least a quarter of the audience at
each Grand Union performance.” In describing these spaces as somewhat “outside,” Lawler
clarifies that she means “not being placed in the habitual position and format of art, retained and
referenced in some places but rarely in written histories.” 12 These are early examples of
Lawler’s attentiveness to how context and presentation actively contribute to art’s meaning, and
the way social milieu and questions of access shape art’s reception.
During the 1970s, Lawler made gestures and objects that don’t fit neatly into the
categories of artwork, ephemera, performance, or film. She didn’t even necessarily think of these
“other efforts” (as she once called them) as art, yet they make up a key part of her practice.13 For
example, the artist produced photographic placemats that were used at the artist-run restaurant
FOOD, co-founded by Carol Goodden, Tina Girouard, and Gordon Matta-Clark in October
1971; while assisting with the installation of the site-specific exhibition Projects: Pier 18 on the
Hudson River that same year, she developed a repertoire of birdcalls based on artists’ names with
her friend Martha Kite which later became Birdcalls (1972/81); the following year, she produced
a cryptic book and exhibition with her friend Joanne Caring under the collaborative moniker The
Rose Print Detective Club.14 Lawler also worked at Leo Castelli Gallery between 1974 and 1978,
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where she tended the press archive and staffed the front desk at the gallery’s 420 West Broadway
location (a building that also housed the galleries of Ileana Sonnabend, John Weber, and André
Emmerich, making it a hub for contemporary art at the time). In this context, Lawler brushed
shoulders with many of the blue-chip artists on Castelli’s roster, including an encounter with
Andy Warhol at a surprise party for Castelli Gallery’s 20th anniversary held at Frank Stella’s loft
in 1977 that would prove significant for the young artist. By chance, Warhol ran out of film for
his camera, and Lawler gave him a spare roll. Two weeks later, he sent her a pink and yellow
silkscreened Cow poster signed “To Louise, Love Andy Warhol 1977.”15 This poster, and
Warhol’s work more generally, recur frequently in her photographs. In 1978, Lawler and her
friend Christopher D’Arcangelo, who was then working as an assistant to Daniel Buren, helped
produce Buren’s Ballets for Manhattan series; Lawler performed and served as
photodocumentarian, and later repurposed two of the images, featuring performers passing by the
façade of the Museum of Modern Art, in the postcards Volkswagen and Truck (both 1978). That
same year, she also produced the Untitled books discussed at the outset of this chapter and sold
them at venues both inside and outside the art world. Though Lawler draws a distinction between
her artworks and these “other efforts,” they make up a crucial part of her practice, and special
attention is given to them in this study. Lawler’s work continually finesses the conventional
boundaries and hierarchies that govern art’s production, circulation, and display, and these
objects and gestures are tools by which she directs the viewer’s attention beyond the art’s
traditional frames.
On September 24, 1977, an exhibition that came to define a generation of New York
background.” Louise Lawler, untitled, undated typewritten statement, c. 1972, and Rose Print
Detective Club, untitled booklet, 1972. Louise Lawler personal archive.
15
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artists opened at Artists Space, a non-profit alternative space on Hudson Street in Tribeca.
Pictures, curated by the critic Douglas Crimp, featured the work of Troy Brauntuch, Jack
Goldstein, Sherrie Levine, Robert Longo, and Phillip Smith. Perhaps even more important than
the exhibition’s roster, which was shaped by conceptual as well as practical considerations, is
Crimp’s accompanying essay in the catalogue.16 “Pictures” offered a critical framework that lent
coherence to a group of artists that later became known as the Pictures Generation. It’s worth
noting that this grouping was developed retroactively by critics and commenters, and is largely
disavowed by the artists; as such, it is porous and contested, and has been subject to revision by
different interests.17 The most comprehensive and well-researched account to date is the
exhibition and catalogue for The Pictures Generation, 1974-84, curated by Douglas Eklund at
the Metropolitan Museum in 2009. It featured the work of 30 artists, many of whom congregated
and exhibited at Artists Space under Helene Winer’s directorship (1975-80) and later at the
commercial gallery Metro Pictures, opened by Winer and Janelle Reiring (formerly a staff
16
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John Baldessari, Ericka Beckman, Dara Birnbaum, Barbara Bloom, Eric Bogosian, Glenn
Branca, James Casebere, Sarah Charlesworth, Rhys Chatham, Charles Clough, Nancy Dwyer,
Jack Goldstein, Barbara Kruger, Louise Lawler, Thomas Lawson, Sherrie Levine, Robert Longo,
Allan McCollum, Paul McMahon, MICA-TV (Carole Ann Klonarides & Michael Owen), Matt
Mullican, Richard Prince, David Salle, Cindy Sherman, Laurie Simmons, Michael Smith, James
Welling, and Michael Zwack.
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member at Castelli Gallery) in November 1980. Though the term “Pictures Generation” is most
often traced back to Crimp’s exhibition, I contend that Winer’s program at Artists Space and its
continuation with Reiring at Metro Pictures warrants equal billing. (Crimp credits Winer with
providing him with a list of artists with which to do studio visits and consider for inclusion in
Pictures.18 In a footnote in his “Pictures” essay, revised and republished in the journal October in
1979, he thanks Winer for “steering [him] in the general direction of the work I have come to
find so engaging” and for “her commitment to showing the work of a group of young artists of
major significance which would otherwise have remained publicly invisible.”19)
Here, I use the term “Pictures artists” to designate a loose grouping of artists who used
strategies of visual and textual appropriation in their work; began exhibiting together in the midto-late 1970s and early 1980s at Artists Space, Metro Pictures, and related venues in New York;
and were often discussed together by critics theorizing the emergence of postmodernism in the
visual arts at that time.20 Pictures therefore represents both a network—a group of artists who
socialized, collaborated, and exhibited together—as well as a shared set of artistic concerns.
Many of the artists now united under the banner of the Pictures Generation studied under the
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artist John Baldessari at CalArts or had been associated with the alternative space Hallwalls at
SUNY Buffalo before moving to New York and exhibiting at Artists Space in the late 1970s.
Others found their way there through a variety of social channels. In 1983, Roberta Smith
identified the question of representation as one key interest shared by these artists: “A whole new
generation (or two) of artists and dealers—younger and more overtly ambitious than previously
deemed proper—has emerged, and they've brought with them a 'new' kind of art, which is
involved in one way or another with 'representation.’”21
A central focus of this study is the reappraisal of the notion of critique, which had long
been a leitmotif the historical and neo-avant-gardes, by artists during this period. In Howard
Singerman’s account, Pictures artists understood and internalized the critique of art’s autonomy
mounted by artists associated with conceptual art and institutional critique beginning in the late
1960s, many of whom went on to be their teachers. They even “extended the critique to include
its authors—mistrusting the moral and political righteousness their teachers assumed in their
refusal to make a certain kind of art, and refusing to see their poststudio practices as other than
the creation of still more artists.” They thought that “there was no particular liberation, no stance
on the promontory of the centuries, in that supersession.”22 Realizing the limits of withdrawal as
a critical strategy, and acknowledging the contradictions of contemporary life, Pictures artists
instead turned their attention to “the traffic in an inescapable art world,” as Singerman puts it. At
that time, the anticipation of a work's recuperation into the “system that predicates its arrival and
awaits its return” is “proof of the artist's savvy, for [s]he has refused the system anything real,”
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instead making “arch, ironic work that knows too much to be real.”23 Eklund, too, situates
Pictures artists in relation to the neo-avant-gardes, writing that they “synthesized the lessons of
Minimalism and Conceptualism in which they were educated with a renewed (though hardly
uniform) attention to Pop art because it chimed with the new, media-driven world they had
inherited.”24 To this I would add that many Pictures artists had a sophisticated understanding of
institutional critique’s pioneering insight that art cannot be understood as separate from its social
or political surround. Operating in close relation to many of its pioneering figures, particularly
Daniel Buren and Michael Asher, Pictures artists were also attuned to the blind spots, limits, and
contradictions of institutional critique as it had been practiced in the late 1960s and 1970s.
Crimp’s exhibition and essay were the first attempt to articulate and theorize this shared
sensibility at the time of its emergence. Together with Winer’s program at Artists Space, it
played a key role not just in identifying a group identity, but in constituting and consolidating it.
In his essay, Crimp aptly observed that a new generation of artists used photography, film, and
video to examine the structure of representation itself—how an image creates meaning, and how
it might come to mean differently. “For their pictures, these artists have turned to the available
images in the culture around them,” Crimp wrote. “But they subvert the standard signifying
function of those pictures, tied to their captions, their commentaries, their narrative sequences—
tied, that is, to the illusion that they are directly transparent to a signified.”25 Using a vocabulary
inflected by semiotics and poststructuralism, Crimp theorized that Pictures artists sourced images
from mass media and everyday life and recast their meaning through juxtaposition and
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arrangement. The implication was that meaning is constructed through representation, and that a
change of context and arrangement could elicit new meaning from existing materials. These
artists understood that “representation as an inescapable part of our ability to grasp the world
around us,” Crimp wrote. In writing that “It is by way of representation that reality comes to us,”
he gave voice to a perspective increasingly widely held by artists and critics at the time.26
This dissertation considers the stakes of representation in two interconnected senses of
the word: standing-for (Darstellung, meaning symbolic representation—for example, how an
image stands in for a set of meanings) and speaking-for (Vertretung, meaning political
representation—for example, how a representative is elected to speak on behalf of a constituent).
This distinction is articulated by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak in her landmark essay “Can the
Subaltern Speak?,” first published in the art and theory journal Wedge in 1985. In the essay,
Spivak criticizes poststructuralists such as Derrida and Foucault for glossing over the difference
between these two senses of the term representation, noting how “the staging of the world in
representation—its scene of writing, its Darstellung—dissimulates the choice of and need for
‘heroes,’ paternal proxies, agents of power—Vertretung.”27 Following Spivak, I understand
representation as both a question of who speaks for whom (Vertretung) and who has power over
how the world is represented (Darstellung). I argue that the stakes of these two senses of the
term representation intersect in the work of Pictures artists, the implications of which are taken
up in this dissertation.
By the early 1980s, growing number of New York critics were hailing the end of avant-

26

Crimp, n.p.
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?,” in Marxism and the Interpretation
of Culture, eds. Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1988), 279. First published as "Can the Subaltern Speak? Speculations on Widow-Sacrifice,"
Wedge 7/8 (Winter/Spring 1985): 120-130.
27

17

gardism and the birth of postmodernism.28 This threw inherited notions of critique—which had
largely been defined through Marxist and Frankfurt School frameworks of negation and
withdrawal, which were taken up and transformed by the artistic avant-gardes of the 20th
century—into crisis. For Pictures artists, the belief in an “outside” to the institution or market,
sought as a site of resistance by radical artists in the 1960s, had run aground. The cool remove of
critical distance increasingly seemed like a fantasy; instead, they opted to immerse themselves in
the media- and marketing-saturated culture of their times, seeking modes of resistance and
subversion that operated within the confines of power structures rather than seeking their outside.
What, then, was the status of critique in New York circa 1980? My dissertation answers this
question through close analysis of key projects undertaken by Louise Lawler and her
collaborators between 1978 and 1983. A central focus of my analysis are the differences between
notions of critique developed by institutional critique pioneers Michael Asher, Marcel
Broodthaers, Daniel Buren, and Hans Haacke beginning in the late 1960s, and the reformulation
of critique and resistance by Lawler and her collaborators at the end of the 1970s. Around that
time, Lawler developed a tactic that she later called “finesse,” based on mimicry and
maneuvering, as a slyly feminist counterpoint to the tradition of critical negation long favored by
avant-garde artists.
The strategy of appropriation, characterized by the recontextualization and reuse of found
28
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images and texts with the intent of recasting their original meaning, is a hallmark of Pictures
artists. Appropriation was at the center of debates around what constituted a critical art practice
in the early 1980s. Critics were divided: could images cribbed from fashion, television, and film
take on new messages in the hands of artists who forged new polemics from the ruins of tired
clichés? Or were the meanings of such images too firmly rooted in the status quo to become tools
of emancipation and resistance? (This debate is parsed at length in Chapter 3.) Though feminism
was sidelined in canonical early accounts of postmodernism, my analysis shows that the insights
of feminism—including the centrality of subjectivity and desire, the inescapable partiality of
one’s position, and the critique of essentialism—are central to the understanding of critique and
resistance developed by Pictures artists, particularly the women artists who occupy a central role
in my analysis: Lawler, Sherrie Levine, and Jenny Holzer. They eschewed the modernist
preoccupation with critique as unveiling a hidden reality, which imagined that one could simply
draw back the curtain of ideology; instead, they used double agent tactics like masquerade,
mimicry, and appropriation to elaborate a tactical, shape-shifting mode of critique that could
respond to shifting vectors of power and control.29 To be worthy of the name, their work
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suggests, critique must acknowledge the space of compromise and contradiction from which it
emerges, and account for the position from which it is speaking, rather than purporting to have a
universal, coherent, or omniscient view.30

What was representation?
This study sheds new light on a pivotal period in American art that has yet to be analyzed
in depth by art historians. A more nuanced account of this period reshapes the arc of key themes
in twentieth-century art. My analysis of the reformulation of inherited notions of representation
and critique by Lawler and her peers contributes a new chapter to the history of the avantgarde.31 It also adds a new dimension to the history of conceptual art and institutional critique,
whose canonical first generation of practitioners—Michael Asher, Marcel Broodthaers, Daniel
Buren, and Hans Haacke—came to prominence in the late 1960s and early 1970s.32 By the
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decade’s end, these artists’ insights into the importance of art’s site, context, and circulation had
been metabolized by a younger generation of artists. In their eyes, art’s relationship with social,
political, and economic conditions had become axiomatic. Yet, as I discuss in Chapters 1 and 2,
these artists noted vestiges of formalism and critical detachment in the older generation’s work,
and sought to address these contradictions. This younger generation also reimagined inherited
notions of authorship and ownership through collaborative projects that often operated in spaces
outside of the traditional frame of galleries and museums. To this end, my account of alternative
spaces and their relationship to commercial venues also expands the history of alternative and
artist-run spaces in the United States, as well as the relationship between urban change,
gentrification, and the arts in New York City.33 This analysis also contributes to a longer history
of the relationship between art and labor, and the artist’s role in society at large—a distinction
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2010); Eve Meltzer, Systems We Have Loved: Conceptual Art, Affect, and the Antihumanist
Turn. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013). Andrea Fraser has contributed important
analyses of institutional critique from an artist’s perspective, for example Andrea Fraser, “From
the Critique of Institutions to an Institution of Critique,” Artforum 44.1 (September 2005): 100–
106.
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that neoliberalism and the “creative economy,” as theorized by Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello,
both refigured and rendered, in a certain sense, obsolete.34 Another key contribution of this
dissertation is to place theories of critique drawn from continental philosophy and critical
theory—chiefly Marx, the Frankfurt School, and Foucault—in dialogue with an intersectional
understanding of identity drawn from feminism, queer theory, and critical race theory, and to use
this framework to analyze artistic practices located at the crossroads of these concerns.35
The work of Pictures artists was the subject of a great deal of critical writing produced in
the wake of Crimp’s pioneering 1977 essay. Indeed, as I suggest above, the appearance of a
cohesive group identity and shared sensibility was shaped by writing about the artists more than
by the artists themselves. Crimp, Craig Owens, and Rosalind Krauss offered influential early
accounts of postmodernism and photography, mostly in the pages of October, between 1979 and
1982 (these texts are parsed in detail in Chapter 3). Other critics who wrote influentially about
Pictures artists in the 1980s were Abigail Solomon-Godeau, Kate Linker, Jane Weinstock, and
Hal Foster.36 Rosalyn Deutsche theorized the intersection of feminism and postmodernism in
several key essays collected in Evictions (1996).37 Influential anthologies about postmodernism
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and culture published during the 1980s include Art After Modernism: Rethinking Representation
(1984) edited by Brian Wallis, and Universal Abandon?: The Politics of Postmodernism edited
by Andrew Ross (1988). Fredric Jameson and Andreas Huyssen offered early accounts of
postmodernism as a broader cultural shift.38 More recently, Douglas Eklund authored an
encompassing overview of Pictures art in his exhibition catalogue The Pictures Generation:
1974-84 (2009), which addresses a breadth of artists and offers a useful foundation for further
scholarship. Howard Singerman’s book length-study of Sherrie Levine’s oeuvre, Art History,
After Sherrie Levine (2012), offers a helpful analysis of mimicry and doubling in Levine’s work,
though he moves swiftly through the period I focus on here.39 Johanna Burton has written several
valuable essays about the period under analysis here; centrally, she argues that appropriation art
and institutional critique should be read in relation to one another, and that the latter can be
understood as an extension of the former’s concerns.40 This study draws on and builds upon
these authors’ contributions.
This is the first book-length scholarly study of the Pictures Generation, which emerged
from the alternative space movement and the transformation of conceptual art and institutional
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critique in the late 1970s. Other recent books on postmodern art of the 1980s, Amy Brandt’s
Interplay: Neo-Geo Neo-Conceptual Art of the 1980s (2014) and Alison Pearlman’s
Unpackaging Art of the 1980s (2003) focus on practices that rose to prominence after the period
that I examine here—work that has variously been called Neo-conceptualism, Simulationism,
Neo-Geo, and commodity art.41 Though some shared concerns are observable between these
latter practices and the Pictures artists, I uphold the distinction, argued by Solomon-Godeau in
“Living with Contradictions: Critical Practices in the Age of Supply-Side Aesthetics” (1987),
between the Pictures artists’ pioneering practices of postmodern photography and its later
adoption as style by a younger generation of artists in the East Village and beyond; the latter
practices remain outside the purview of this study.
While academic studies of the period remain scarce, the work of Pictures artists has been
the subject of many historicizing museum exhibitions, of which A Forest of Signs: Art in the
Crisis of Representation (1989), curated by Ann Goldstein and Mary Jane Jacob at the Museum
of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles, was an important early example. More recently, vectors of
this history have been taken up by The Last Picture Show: Artists Using Photography, 19601982 (2003) curated by Douglas Fogle at the Walker Art Center, Minneapolis; the
aforementioned The Pictures Generation: 1974-84 (2009) curated by Douglas Eklund at the
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; Mixed Use, Manhattan: Photography and Related
Practices, 1970s to the Present (2010), curated by Lynne Cooke and Douglas Crimp at the
Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, Madrid; This Will Have Been: Art, Love & Politics
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in the 1980s (2012) curated by Helen Molesworth at the Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago;
Take It or Leave It: Institution, Image, Ideology (2014), curated by Johanna Burton and Anne
Ellegood at the Hammer Museum, Los Angeles; and Brand New: Art and Commodity in the
1980s (2018), curated by Gianni Jetzer at the Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden,
Washington, D.C. (Lawler’s work was included in all of the aforementioned exhibitions.) The
essays in these exhibition catalogues have offered a valuable foundation for further scholarship.
Their varied purviews contextualize this work within and in relation to broader groupings of
conceptual art, institutional critique, the history of photography, alternative art practices in New
York, postmodernism, and the history of art of the 1970s and 1980s broadly conceived.
Exhibition catalogues have also been the primary venue for scholarship on Lawler’s work
thus far. Important monographic exhibition catalogues include, most recently, Receptions,
Museum of Modern Art, New York (2016); Adjusted, Museum Ludwig, Cologne (2014); Twice
Untitled and Other Pictures (looking back), Wexner Center for the Arts (2006); Louise Lawler
and Others, Kunstmuseum Basel (2004); and A Spot on the Wall, Kunstverein München (1995).
Smaller publications include A Movie Will Be Shown Without the Picture (Amsterdam: If I Can’t
Dance, I Don’t Want to Be Part of Your Revolution, 2014), The Tremaine Pictures (Geneva:
Blondeau Fine Art Services, 2007), and For Sale (Ostfildern: Cantz, 1994). The monograph An
Arrangement of Pictures (Assouline, 2000) contains “Prominence Given, Authority Taken,” a
valuable conversation between Lawler and Crimp. The October File Louise Lawler (Cambridge:
MIT Press, 2013), edited by Helen Molesworth with Taylor Walsh, recently anthologized the
most important essays on Lawler’s work, including an incisive early account by the artist Andrea
Fraser, “In and Out of Place” (1985). The literature on Lawler’s practice has largely placed it
within the genealogy of conceptual art and institutional critique (Benjamin Buchloh, Hal Foster)
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and read it through the frameworks of poststructuralism (Rosalind Krauss, Craig Owens) and
psychoanalytic feminism (Rosalyn Deutsche, Mignon Nixon). Theories of affect and
performativity have shaped more recent scholarship (Douglas Crimp, Sven Lütticken).
Scholars and critics have rightly situated Lawler's work within the discourses of postmodernism
and appropriation art, but in grouping her with the Pictures Generation, as is often the case, they
have elided the more idiosyncratic position occupied by Lawler’s work at the time; her name
rarely, if ever, appeared on laundry lists of Pictures artists published in the early 1980s.
The central contribution of this study is to reframe the way Lawler's work is understood. I
argue that Lawler's practice comes into coherence when understood above all as a mode of
operation—a set of deft maneuvers and interventions best encapsulated by the term finesse. My
dissertation is also the first art historical study of the paradigm shifts that remade the fabric of the
New York art world between the late 1970s and mid-1980s: the rise and decline of alternative
spaces and publications; the unprecedented centrality of female artists; and the rapid expansion
of the commercial gallery system. It also anticipates the conservative suppression of politicallyengaged art during the Culture Wars. My analysis builds on a wealth of literature on avantgardism, conceptual art, and institutional critique by analyzing their implications for a younger
generation of artists, while extending those histories by accounting for key debates around
alternative spaces, postmodernism, and appropriation art. This contributes to a growing body of
writing on Lawler’s peers (most notably Howard Singerman and Rosalind Krauss’s writing on
Sherrie Levine).
Scholarship on politically-engaged art of the post-WWII period has largely focused on
practices of “institutional critique” that arose around the time of May ’68 and the Vietnam War
(Bryan-Wilson 2011, McDonough 2007, Haidu 2010); by contrast, art historical accounts of
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postmodernism in the 1980s have emphasized how the artistic appropriation of consumer goods
broke down hierarchies between high and low, original and copy (Brandt 2014, Singerman
2011). However, the specifically political stakes of the critique of representation developed by
artists in the late 1970s and early 1980s has yet to be understood. My research mends a gap in the
history of socially-engaged art by addressing an underexamined period between the Vietnam
War era and the Culture Wars. At this time, the rise of neoliberalism, described by Wendy
Brown as “the economization of everything,” effaced longstanding lines between private and
public, alternative and commercial, work and leisure.42 The possibility of an “outside” to power
was definitively foreclosed, and to many artists, critical distance no longer seemed like a viable
strategy. My research shows how Pictures artists reimaged critique as something that must come
from within power structures themselves. I contend that the seeds of an intersectional politics of
identity and difference, first theorized by the Marxist-feminist critical race scholar Kimberlé
Crenshaw in 1989, were sown by the critique of representation developed by women artists
working in New York a decade prior. That said, it must be noted that no artists of color have, to
date, been included in the “Pictures Generation” canon. To some extent, this reflects the extent to
which even alternative spaces such as Artists Spaces, which styled themselves as progressive,
remained unwelcoming or downright hostile to artists of color at the time. (As I discuss in
Chapter 2, The 1979 N----- Drawings exhibition at the aforementioned venue made this painfully
clear and left lasting wounds within the community.43) It is also one shortcoming of an artistic
grouping based on a social formation rather than affinities in approach; artists such as David
Hammons, Lorraine O’Grady, Howardena Pindell, Lorna Simpson, and Carrie Mae Weems have
42
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offered crucial insights into the questions of representation and critique under discussion here,
and a narrow focus on Lawler and her collaborators misses opportunity to explore these
interconnections in depth here. This is fertile terrain for future study.
For the purposes of this analysis, I use the term “the politics of identity and difference” to
group together social movements organized around rights, equity, and justice as they relate to
subjectivity. These include struggles related but not limited to feminism, LGBTQ+ rights, antiracism, and access. In their 1985 book Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, Ernesto Laclau and
Chantal Mouffe usefully term these struggles “new social movements.”44 (Following them,
Rosalyn Deutsche has also used this term in a similar sense.45) Though Laclau and Mouffe admit
that there is limited use to bundling together heterogeneous struggles, they do so in order
underscore that these movements are united by their departure from the emphasis on class
analysis favored by workers’ movements and traditional Marxist thought. New social movements
are significant, they argue, because they extend “the democratic revolution to a whole new series
of social relations” and “call into question new forms of subordination” beyond the primacy of
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class relations.46 As such, they make up part of the radical democratic project theorized more
broadly in Laclau and Mouffe’s work.
Here, I choose to the more pointed term “a politics of identity and difference” to refer
specifically to struggles that relate to subjectivity, while acknowledging Crenshaw’s crucial
insight that different forms of oppression coalesce in lived experience and must be understood
intersectionally.47 My choice of words is indebted to Stuart Hall’s 1989 talk and essay
“Ethnicity: Identity and Difference,” written the same year that Crenshaw first gave a name to
intersectionality. In the essay, which reflects on the return of what Hall terms the “question of
identity” in the 1980s, he describes identity as “an unsettled space, or an unresolved question in
that space, between a number of intersecting discourses.”48 Hall critiques the logic of the
Western Enlightenment discourse on identity, which assumes a stable subject, a “true” self, and
continuity over time.49 This logic of identity was shaken in the 19th and 20th centuries, when
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Western rationality came to be seen “not as absolute, disinterested, objective, neutral, scientific,
non-powerful truth, but dirty truth—truth implicated in the hard game of power.”50 Modernity
and postmodernity led to the fragmentation of the Enlightenment notion of identity, and what he
calls an “extreme” version of postmodernism tries to do away with identity altogether,
suggesting that “the Self is just a perpetual signifier ever wandering the earth in search of a
transcendental signified that it can never find.”51 Hall finds both the Enlightenment notion
identity and its most hardline postmodern-poststructuralist opposite inadequate.
Citing the insights of feminism and psychoanalysis, Hall argues that identity must be
reconceptualized to account for the fact that it is always split, ambivalent, multivalent, and
shifting—in other words, that identity always exists in relation to difference:
What we've learned about the structure of the way in which we identify suggests
that identification is not one thing, one moment. We have now to reconceptualize
identity as a process of identification... it is something that happens over time, that
is never absolutely stable, that is subject to the play of history and the play of
difference.52
Hall departs from a notion of identity advanced by social movements in the 1960s and 70s,
which figured “a rather simpler universe” in which there was “one identity to each movement.”
He instead argues for an understanding of identity and difference as a “relational opposition,”
thus accounting for the fact that a subject exists at the intersection of different identities and their
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identity shifts over time. Crucially, Hall emphasizes the importance of positioning: “There is no
enunciation without positionality,” he writes. “You have to position yourself somewhere in order
to say anything at all. Thus, we cannot do without that sense of our own positioning.”53 In
“Ethnicity: Identity and Difference,” Hall therefore elaborates an anti-essentialist notion of
identity and difference that accounts for one’s relationship to the past as well as the construction
of difference and how this may shift over time. This gives rise to a concept of identity that “has
not has not lost hold of the place and the ground from which we can speak, yet it is no longer
contained within that place as an essence.... Identity and difference. It is a new settlement
between identity and difference.”54 My formulation of the politics of identity and difference in
this project is located within these coordinates.
A key point of debate in the literature on Pictures artists is whether their work is critical
of or complicit with the status quo—schematically speaking, a hegemonic position upheld by the
mass media, mainstream culture, the commercial market, and the state, which frequently operate
in conjunction but are by no means monolithic. This question is brought up explicitly and
implicitly by the majority of the critics mentioned above, and there is no consensus on this
matter. This is fitting, given the relational nature of critique—the fact that its meaning and
effects depends on who is speaking, to whom, and how. Writing in the catalogue for Forest of
Signs: Art in the Crisis of Representation (1989), one of the first attempts to historicize Pictures
art, Mary Jane Jacob describes this work as “partially complicit,” located “between criticality
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and complacency.”55 Solomon-Godeau, in “Living with Contradictions: Critical Practices in the
Age of Supply-Side Aesthetics” (1987), acknowledges that the visual strategies of critical
postmodernism—appropriation, pastiche, the simulacral, mass media references—were adopted
by a younger generation of artists as mere style, no longer used to question power or authority.56
(This latter, stylistic position is well represented by a 1986 roundtable between Peter Nagy,
Ashley Bickerton, Peter Halley, Jeff Koons, Sherrie Levine, Haim Steinbach, and Philip Taaffe
titled “From Criticism to Complicity;” the artists eschew the aspirations of critique, instead
deliberately embracing complicity.)57 “The ‘success’ of postmodern photography as style
harkens back,” Solomon-Godeau writes, “to problems of function, of critical complicity, and the
extreme difficulty of maintaining a critical edge within the unstable spaces of internal critique.”58
She goes on to observe that there is no longer a “clearly defined oppositional sphere” in a
cultural and political landscape constituted by contradictions, but that critique is still a vital
force, though it must continually change form and adapt to changing circumstances in order to
remain potent. “As various theorists have argued, a position of resistance can never be
established once and for all, but must be perpetually refashioned and renewed to address
adequately those shifting conditions and circumstances that are its ground,” she concludes.59 A
related debate is the question of whether the cultural shift represented by postmodernism—
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broadly speaking, the breakdown of traditional hierarchies between high and low, margin and
center, and the inclusion of previously underrepresented perspectives and voices—marks the
fragmentation of a prior social totality, as Fredric Jameson and David Harvey argued (based on
the Marxist notion of economic determination in the last instance), or the acknowledgement that
any notion of social totality had always been a fantasy premised on exclusions, as Deutsche has
countered.60
These two debates, on critique/complicity and fragmentation/inclusion, come together in
my argument that an acknowledgment of position—arising from a feminist analysis of
subjectivity and desire—becomes essential to a new understanding of critique, which I term
finesse, developed in the 1980s. Several critics (Nicole Dubreuil-Blondin, Huyssen, Owens,
Solomon-Godeau) noted the absence of feminism from analyses of postmodernism in the visual
arts in the early 1980s; this “remarkable oversight,” in Owens’s words, was later remedied by the
contributions of Deutsche, Linker, Owens, Solomon-Godeau, and others. My project contributes
to this historical remediation by making feminist methodologies central to this analysis and using
the perspective offered by historical distance to connect developments from the early postmodern
period with the critique of identity subsequently undertaken by queer theory, critical race theory,
and intersectionality in the years and decades that followed.
The work of Pictures artists and the period examined here, spanning the late 1970s to the
early 1980s, yields at least three key insights whose stakes remain wide-ranging and urgent to
this day. First, the critique of essentialism that makes up part of the postmodern critique of
representation argues that meaning—whether of an image or of a facet of identity such as
60
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gender—are not intrinsic, but defined through practice, performance, and use, and therefore
contingent and context dependent.61 Second, binaristic modes of thinking that would seek to
draw clear lines—between alternative and mainstream, private and public, commercial and nonprofit, inside and outside the institution—were subject to widespread scrutiny during this period.
This is not to say that there is no difference between these terms, but that the shifting political,
social, and economic conditions created by the emergence of neoliberalism and the rise of the
service labor and the “creative” economy calls for a more complex analysis of the
interrelationship between these terms than had previously been accounted for. As I discuss in my
first chapter, these shifts, as well as the influence of poststructuralism, gave rise to a new
understanding of the relationship between inside and outside as intrinsically implicated,
imbricated, and entwined. Hierarchies and power dynamics are constituted by a shifting set of
relations that must be examined with specificity in each given context, rather than locatable with
a generalizable schema.62 Third, the insight that critique, understood as resistance to oppressive
manifestations of power, can no longer be understood as emanating from a mythic ‘outside’ or an
abstract position; rather, to retain its potency and critical force, it must be elaborated tactically in
relation to specific conditions, and change its tack based on the continual self-reinvention of its
object.
All three of these insights, and indeed this project at large, is fundamentally shaped by
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the late thought of Michel Foucault, developed between 1977 and his death in 1984, in which he
turns his attention to power and the subject. Foucault argues that there is no “outside” to power;
power relations are rooted in social networks and institutional structures, rather than above or
outside of them.63 One can never escape power, but by the same token, one can resist and alter its
dynamics: “[B]etween a relationship of power and a strategy of struggle there is a reciprocal
appeal,” he writes, “a perpetual linking and a perpetual reversal.”64 This insight was further
elaborated by Judith Butler in “Contingent Foundations: Feminism and the Question of
‘Postmodernism’” (1992), which draws on Foucault to argue that the fact that the subject is
constituted by power is “the very precondition for agency” and the possibility of critique, for it
means that cultural and political relations can be “turned against [themselves], reworked,
resisted.”65 It is this understanding of power that grounds my theorization of subjectivity and
critique in this project. In 1988, Lawler offered her own account of power that resonates with this
understanding: “It is more than obvious that objects in a museum have been contained and
legitimized,” she stated, acknowledging the institution’s capacity to metabolize resistance and
critique. “Any attempt to call into question this relation; where prominence is given and
authority is taken is immediately abstracted and subsumed. In part, my work is an effort to pull
apart by putting together.”66 Lawler’s “pull[ing] apart by putting together” can be understood as
a practice of altering the relations of power in a given situation.
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The idea of an alternative
“The alternative space is here to stay,” critic John Russell announced in the New York
Times in February 1980. “It can be many things: where the artist lives, where he makes his work,
where he shows his work. It can also be where he leaves his work behind him forever.”67
Russell’s description aptly captures the multiplicity of contexts conjured by the term “alternative
space” by the end of the 1970s: an alternative space could be an artist’s studio or live/work
space, a building or outdoor space host to a site-specific work, a brick-and-mortar nonprofit
funded by the state, a cooperatively-run organization with no fixed headquarters, or an attempted
exit from the established art world altogether.68 Upon their emergence around 1970, the identity
of alternative spaces was, by and large, defined against the exclusivity and economic imperatives
of commercial galleries and museums. They existed alongside and operated in the gaps of this
existing network, but were governed by different ideals: alternative spaces offered a platform to
emerging for untested artists, especially those using new media and performance; they attempted
to bypass the critics, curators, and dealers who acted as gatekeepers to the institutionallysanctioned art world; and they agitated for political and social change within the art world and in
the public sphere.69 Yet as alternative spaces became fixtures of New York’s contemporary art
landscape over the course of the 1970s—many with formalized funding and administrative
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structures—they also faced growing scrutiny.70 Ironically, Russell’s pronouncement of longevity
came at a time when the very idea of an “alternative” was increasingly called into question by
those who had the most at stake: artists. Indeed, amidst the rise of neoliberalism, which
increasingly translated all relations into economic ones, viable alternatives to the art world
industrial complex of galleries and museums seemed increasingly scarce.71
The idea of an “alternative space” as it developed in the early 1970s was forged in the
context of an efflorescence of movements for social change: environmentalism, protests against
the war in Vietnam, struggles for Black liberation, Chicano, LGBT, and women’s rights, and the
students’ and workers’ movements around May ’68. They were part of a widespread struggle for
egalitarianism and inclusion that defined the early 1970s.72 The reverberations of these
movements were certainly felt within the New York art world: artists and their allies formed the
Black Emergency Cultural Coalition (1968-69), the Art Workers Coalition (1969), El Taller
Boricua (1969), Women Artists in Revolution (1969), and the New York Art Strike Against
Racism, War, and Oppression (1970), among others, in response to specific issues and events.73
Demonstrations marked Documenta 4 (1968) and the Venice Biennial (1968), as well as the
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Sixth Guggenheim International (1971). “There was a widespread feeling,” critic Kay Larson
recalled of the years following 1968, that “individuals acting in concert could actually have an
impact on ‘the system.’”74 The art critic and administrator Brian O’Doherty, quoted by Larson,
observed that “a lot of the radical energies of the 1960s fed into alternative spaces. They were
started by people who asked a lot of questions in the ‘60s and are answering them themselves in
the ‘70s.”75 The economic and political climate in New York City during this period was also
hospitable to such experimentation. Generous government arts funding, combined with a surfeit
of empty buildings in Lower Manhattan, made it possible for artists to self-organize exhibition
and performance spaces. Such efforts frequently synced with the ideals of social movements of
the time and operated with a degree of remove from the rhythms of the market. By and large,
alternative spaces operated according to mandates that strived to be inclusive, collaborative,
nonhierarchical, anti-commercial, and culturally diverse.76 Yet the utopian underpinnings of
many alternative spaces were, in reality, marked by the persistence of elitism, unequal access
(particularly to artists of color), and market encroachment. Lower Manhattan was populated by a
growing number of artists with newly minted graduate degrees in studio art, yet an economic
downturn cooled the market and left scant opportunities for untested artists to show within the
established network of spaces.77 In this context, Howard Singerman suggests, university art
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departments effectively “produc[ed] the constituency for alternative spaces,” not to mention their
operating personnel.78 By 1975, alternative spaces were a fixture of New York’s cultural
landscape.79
The tenor of artists’ engagement with social and political issues shifted over the course of
the 1970s. In Chapter 1, I suggest that the polemical texts authored by Daniel Buren operated at a
remove from the material realities of his participation in the art world. These apparent
contradictions spurred Christopher D’Arcangelo to use the language and tactics of direct action
to more closely examine and confront the economies of the art world. His work is characteristic
of a younger generation of artists, increasingly fluent in Marxism and critical theory, which
sought to develop a more holistic relationship between their political engagement and their art
practices. In 1977, Martha Rosler registered that “the anti-establishmentarian rebelliousness of
[the mid-1960s] has subsided.”80 Larson agreed, observing that “the very notion that an
‘alternative’ was possible may have been a product of the subjective realities of the war years.”81
The stakes had changed. The works by D’Arcangelo and Lawler that I discuss in Chapter 1
reflected a nascent sense that alternative spaces were not meaningfully distinct from commercial
galleries or museums, and that their activities were mostly addressed to a rather small, hermetic
group of insiders. While the “‘68 generation” favored public demonstrations and fought for
“piece-of-the-pie” reforms at established institutions, many artists who came of age in the 1970s
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turned their attention toward theorizing and analyzing power structures on an abstract level, and
sought to leverage this new understanding toward creating systemic change.82 In lieu of street
demonstrations, this new generation favored panel discussions, publications, and reading
groups—and, of course, the formation of alternative spaces.83 In the New York art context, the
collectivist ethos of Vietnam-War-era social movements was parlayed into collaborative and
collective artist-led structures for the production, circulation, and display of art. This in turn laid
the groundwork for the critiques of traditional notions of authorship and representation that
emerged by the decade’s end under the banner of postmodernism.
“Is the alternative space a true alternative?” This question was posed to a group of
American artists, writers, and curators in a special issue of Studio International in January 1980
dedicated to art galleries and alternative spaces.84 Approximately a decade after the term’s
emergence, a plethora of voices were invited to reflect on its meaning and significance.85
Artforum editor Ingrid Sischy, the art establishment’s quintessential insider, offered a
particularly animated response. She zeroed in on the slippery nature of the term ‘alternative’:
Alternatives to what? To whom? And for whom? Is the New Museum an
alternative to the Whitney? The Whitney to the Modern? The Modern to the Met?
New York to Paris? SoHo to Madison Avenue to 57th Street? Tribeca to SoHo?
The NEA [National Endowment for the Arts] to the Guggenheim Foundation?
Would a Whitney be an alternative in Mississippi? In Glasgow?86
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Her response pinpoints the fundamentally relational quality of an “alternative”: the concept rests
on a position of opposition to the mainstream, a relationship that is itself far from stable, as
Gramsci’s theory of hegemony, discussed in Chapter 2, makes clear. (As artist Julie Ault later
put it, “Alternative is always contextual.”87) However, by listing only established art institutions,
Sischy seemed to bypass more revealing juxtapositions: the extent to which Artists Space offered
an alternative to the Modern, for example, or how an artist-run publication like REALLIFE
magazine might serve an alternative to Artforum, or how the alternative gallery Just Above
Midtown, which showcased black artists, might offer an alternative to Artists Space and its ilk.
Sischy’s string of comparisons invites the conclusion that everything is part of “the system”—
that there is no pure space outside and no such thing as a clean exit. Yet it belies the fact that if
an organization creates a space for display and discussion where none previously existed, it does
provide an alternative, albeit in a more circumscribed sense of the word. This was the position
articulated by writer and curator Kate Linker, who in her reply to the Studio International
questionnaire aptly defined alternative spaces as “the ‘other’: the exhibition area placed
alongside, and implicitly opposing, the museum or gallery.” The role of such spaces was to
“service art alien in form or ideology to established contexts”; their value could be measured by
their success in “implementing non-establishment ideas in art”.88 In this sense, the value of
alternative spaces didn’t reside in complete opposition or total separation, but in a broadening of
the possibilities for engagement and expression. Across the pages of the magazine’s special
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issue, there seemed to be a consensus that alternative spaces had indeed succeeded in expanding
and diversifying opportunities for artists to show their work. They provided services—such as
studio space or funds—that more traditional institutions did not.89 They also increased the
opportunity for artists to show their work on their own terms rather than those defined by a
curator or dealer—even if, as many observed, such spaces and the work shown in them was most
likely destined to be subsumed within the established art system rather than maintaining a
position on its margins.
Who made up the audience of alternative spaces? Were they more accessible—or less
elitist—than their oft maligned mainstream counterpoints, the commercial gallery and the
museum? Was their greater openness to young artists coupled with broader and more diverse
audiences, or did they primarily cater to a community of insiders privy to the existence of the
space? Artist Howardena Pindell, in her response to the aforementioned questionnaire, diagnosed
a persistent tendency toward “clubbiness” in alternative spaces. She observed that “alternative
spaces reflect the personal tastes of their directors, and these tastes often reflect the market.”90 In
the eyes of May Stevens, artist and co-editor of the feminist journal Heresies, alternative spaces’
openness was mostly a posture: “The alternate space is the equivalent of ‘dressing down,’
wearing jeans and knowing what’s in, intellectually, aesthetically, politically—in the sense of art
world politics. Money is nowhere to be seen…. The dinginess or long climb on creaking stairs to
the clean white space, the unexpected content: government office building, broken down loft,
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business district, etc. proves sincerity,” she opined.91 In her account, alternative spaces could be
understood as even less accessible to a public than a museum, in the sense that their locations,
hours, and programming were not widely publicized and might be physically difficult to
access.92 What’s more, they operate according to subcultural codes that are often more oblique
than those of traditional “high culture,” which further thwarts outsiders’ access.93 Alternative
spaces succeeded in extending the opportunity to show work to a broader pool of artists, to be
sure. And yet, as Bourdieu’s nascent theorization of cultural capital would suggest, hierarchies of
class and taste could not be so easily eradicated.94 The tyranny of selection and exclusion
(against which many alternative spaces were founded) seemed to reappear within the parallel
system they created.
This course of events is inextricable from the fact that the funding for alternative spaces
came from some combination of state, corporate, and private donors. As a result, in order to
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survive, alternative spaces had to appeal to (or at least fit within) the aesthetic and moral
standards of the juries and individuals allocating the funds. The result was, arguably, not an
escape from prevailing standards of taste but a reformulation of the relationship with them:
grants “emulate the power hierarchy of traditional dealership and curation,” Village Voice critic
Peter Frank pointed out.95 Thus, alternative spaces vying for grant funding had to justify their
worthiness through recourse to established aesthetic criteria codified by museums and galleries.
The dependence on “strings-attached” funding—whether state, private, or corporate—meant that
alternative spaces were not, to use Frank’s term, “ideal alternatives.” In other words, they—
unsurprisingly—failed to achieve the utopian ideal of complete autonomy from the established
system.96
In short, many alternative spaces reproduced the same value system as the museum and
commercial gallery system—which is to say, masculinist, heterosexist, and white supremacist—
in spite of their aspirations to the contrary. A telling example are the events surrounding the
white artist Donald Newman’s exhibition The N----- Drawings (1979), mounted at Artists Space
during the last year of Helene Winer’s tenure as director.97 The exhibition, which presented
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abstract charcoal drawings made by a white artist, was met with widespread protest and
condemnation from artists, curators, art historians, and critics.98 Because Artists Space was
thought of by many as “a model alternative space” with “a reputation for being artist-centric,”
Ault recalls, the incident was symptomatic of engrained and systemic racism in the New York art
world.99 Pindell courageously led the critical resistance against the exhibition. She was
instrumental in founding the ad hoc committee Action Against Racism in the Arts, which was a
byproduct of a “chain reaction” initiated by a meeting whose attendees included Pindell, curator
and writer Lowery Stokes Sims, artist David Hammons, and others at the alternative gallery Just
Above Midtown.100 The committee remained active for the following two years. It organized
meetings with the Artists Space staff and board, held teach-ins on racism and the arts, and met
with the staff of various alternative spaces and museums about exclusionary curatorial practices.
The events that unfolded around the exhibition laid bare the persistence of racism and white
privilege within the liberal downtown art scene; they also severely damaged Artists Space’s
Drawings, Patti Smith had made buttons with the phrase “Rock ‘n’ Roll N-----” that were
popular within the same scene. These explanations make clear that the choice of title rested on a
racist association of blackness with devalued labor and impurity. (This recalls Carl Andre’s 1976
use of the term “slave practice” to describe the artist’s position in relation to the museum. The
same analogy was used by Alex Gross in “The Artist as Nigger” (East Village Other, December
22, 1970: 11). Gross quotes black Art Workers Coalition member Flo Kennedy saying that
“artists are the most n-----rized breed on the face of the earth” at a 1970 meeting. The politics of
this usage are complex, but when taken up by white artists, it makes clear that the “cross-racial
solidarity claimed by the Art Workers Coalition could itself be laced with racism” (see BryanWilson, Art Workers, 36-37.) It’s worth noting that the press related to the show led to Newman
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reputation and left lasting wounds within the black art community.101 Artists and critics at the
center of this study—Helene Winer, Douglas Crimp, Craig Owens, Rosalind Krauss, Louise
Lawler, and others—defended the exhibition’s title in terms that today read as painfully naïve
and blinkered. They dismissed claims of racism on the poststructuralist grounds that the meaning
of images and words is not fixed, but contextual, and are thus open to resignification. As Crimp
wrote in a March 1979 letter to Carlisle Hart, the chair of the New York State Council on the
Arts:
[It] has been the lesson of an entire century of aesthetic endeavor that both
language and imagery function at a level of ambiguity that must suspend the
imputation of an absolute and specific meaning to any word, any picture. It is, of
course, the context of the words and images that determines their meaning, and I
would like to ask the protestors in this case to explain in what way Newman's
drawings might provide their title with the context that could be construed as
racist, or in any other way offensive.102
As Aruna D’Souza points out in Whitewalling, Crimp doubles down on a formalist, modernist
position in order to defend a white artist’s appropriation of the n-word on the grounds of artistic
freedom and semiotic instability. In a statement printed in Artworkers News, Crimp noted
widespread skepticism of the Emergency Cultural Coalition’s claim that Newman’s title was “a
clear cut, unambiguous instance of racism. “[The Coalition] seem to be telling us that we must
suspend everything we know about how art and language function, and in this case accept it as
simply true that any use of the word ‘n-----’ is categorically racist,” he wrote, implying that he
believed it was not categorically racist.103 Winer extended this line of argument, telling a Village
Voice critic, “At this point, n----- is a broadly used adjective that no longer simply refers to
blacks in a pejorative context…. People are neutralizing language. These words don't have quite
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the power they used to—and that seems like a healthy thing.”104 Lawler suggested that protesters
should have addressed their concerns directly to the artist and the public, rather than to Artists
Space and its funding bodies.105 Owens suggested that Winer’s main error was that she had
“overestimated the sophistication of her audience,” and suggested that artists showing at Artists
Space who had been denied representation within the “commercial gallery and museum power
structure…are all ‘n-----.’”106 These comments are breathtaking, and they index a deep lack of
awareness and understanding within the white-dominant New York art world at the time of the
structural barriers and systemic racism that artists of color experienced and continue to
experience. They also reveal that even as feminism gained traction within progressive circles of
the New York art world in the late 1970s, racism and white-supremacist logic remained largely
unquestioned and unchecked within that context. As D’Souza writes, “The mostly white
defenders of Artists Space saw themselves as an embattled minority—in this case, in relation to
the big-money commercial art world—and in doing so painted an even more embattled minority
(black artists, writers, and audiences) as the ones wielding the real power.”107 The fact that the
exhibitions’ defenders used the logic of poststructuralism and postmodernism to argue that the
use of the n-word was not racist in this context—and anyone who claimed that it was lacked a
sophisticated understanding of how language and meaning operate—is deeply concerning, and
reveals the urgency of reappraising this period through an intersectional analysis of the
postmodernism critique of representation.
Looking back on the Artists Space exhibition, Pindell—a longtime friend of Winer’s—
acknowledged that “some good came out of The N------ Drawings”: it was a moment when many
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realized that sexism and racism were not confined to the American cultural mainstream, nor to
the commercial gallery world (“because everyone saw how sexist and racist they were”). It made
clear that unequal representation and white privilege were also endemic to the “alternative” and
“so-called more liberal venues.”108 Amidst the controversy, Winer admitted she “would have no
idea how to curate a show of minority artists.”109 For Adrian Piper, who had exhibited at Artists
Space alongside Lawler, Sherman, and D’Arcangelo the year prior, the problem couldn’t be
localized within Artists Space or Winer’s directorship specifically, but rather characterized
American society at large.110 She argued that alternative spaces had to address vectors of
inclusion and exclusion along the lines of race and gender, not just class, as had been their focus.
All said, the controversy surrounding the N----- Drawings exhibition catalyzed a shift in
perspective for both its defenders and protesters: Winer and others at Artists Space attest that
they became more aware of their role in perpetuating unequal representation, and sought
concrete steps towards equity.111 Many black artists also decided not to exhibit at Artists
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Space.112 Pindell began making explicitly political work (such as her landmark video Free,
White, and 21 [1980]) and putting her viewpoints in print.113 The protests led to changes on a
structural level as well: the New York State Council for the Arts began asking non-profit spaces
to prove that they were offering equal opportunities and representation to a diversity of artists in
order to be competitive for government funds.114
This initiative offered a powerful incentive for reform, as the issue of financial support—
how and where to get it, and on what terms—was grappled with by alternative spaces of all
kinds, from Just Above Midtown to Artists Space. A key point made by many of the respondents
to the Studio International questionnaire was that at bottom, alternative spaces did not create a
sustainable means for artists to support themselves financially outside of the commercial gallery
system. As a result, they most often functioned as a testing ground for eventual entry into a
market governed by more conservative values. As I discuss above, Artists Space, for example,
actively embraced its role as a stepping-stone into the established art system by maintaining its
Unaffiliated Artists File and hosting information sessions for dealers and collectors.115 These
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practices were met with pushback from artists. “For an alternative space to rightfully deserve this
designation it must not only avoid commercial overtones, but it must also not act as a steppingstone to the commercial system,” Pindell wrote.116 A flyer put out by the artist collective Group
Material in 1981 articulated a similar position: “Most prominent alternative spaces are, in
appearance, policy, and social function, the children of the dominant commercial galleries in
New York,” it proclaimed.117 Martha Rosler, too, observed the contradiction that “artist-run
spaces tend to espouse anarchism while resting on state support and to proclaim freedom from
commodification while serving as testing-grounds for dealers.”118 Indeed, as the seventies drew
to a close, artists and critics agreed that so-called alternative spaces, no matter how wellintentioned, had become the pro bono research and development arm of the commercial gallery
and museum network: they offered a commitment-free petri dish in which to observe emerging
artists. “The best art and ideas which these new arts organizations produce are siphoned off into
the commercial gallery circuit within months,” critic Josephine Gear observed; her opinion
rhymed that of with many other respondents.119 Thus, those who stood to gain the most from
alternative spaces were those who already held the most power within the established art system:
commercial galleries and museums. By 1980, Gear observed, the same lists of names
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increasingly appeared on the invitations and catalogues put out by commercial galleries and
alternative spaces. The paradox that structured alternative spaces was the impossibility of
offering artists a viable, long-term alternative to the established art network while retaining their
status as “alternatives” to the market. “The final irony is that however much alternative spaces
wished to expand what seemed like the limited horizons of the art world, they have finally turned
back to it as a standard, support, and constituency,” one critic wrote in 1977.120 By 1981, another
observed, alternative spaces like Artists Space, the Kitchen, Franklin Furnace, and Creative Time
had “moved into the city’s cultural mainstream” and become “part of the art-world status quo;”
“No longer antagonistic to the traditional structure, alternative spaces are now an extension of
it.”121
If alternative spaces were not about to render commercial galleries obsolete, a question
logically followed: “How should politically committed artists relate to the gallery system?” This
very query initiated a survey of 150 artists, critics, and galleries undertaken by London artist
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Tony Rickaby in 1977.122 In his opening remarks, Rickaby acknowledged the complex
relationship between the gallery system and artists’ attempts to change or circumvent it: “The
gallery has come to be seen by many artists as an outdated, unnecessary, inefficient or
reactionary vehicle, only worth ignoring, bypassing or else destroying,” he observed. “But so far
it has managed to withstand all attacks and criticisms, or to absorb them to its own advantage and
survival.”123 Thus, even art created as a political critique of galleries, or intended to be
unexhibitable in a gallery context, had made its way into the gallery context—and what’s more,
the gallery managed to retain its central and dominant position within the New York art world’s
economy of visibility and value.124 In 1981, Dan Graham even deemed alternative spaces the
“new museums.”125
A notable conviction is shared by several respondents to Rickaby’s survey: the belief that
no act of resistance is beyond recuperation, and therefore one should work within a system—in
this case the gallery system—to change it from the inside, and to appropriate its resources toward
ulterior ends. Lawrence Weiner, for example, wrote that if a work of art is in ideological conflict
with a gallery and cannot appear within it, artists must create another support structure for it—
but this structure, he observed, can “become in effect legitimized” in turn. Thus, the
establishment of an alternative to the mainstream, and its eventual legitimation, participates in a
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dialectical process whereby the system is gradually changed from within.126 Hans Haacke, in his
response, honed in on the public relations apparatus built into the commercial gallery system:
“Wherever suitable, the galleries’ promotional resources should be used without hesitation for a
critique of the dominant system of beliefs while employing the very mechanisms of that system,”
he suggested.127 Victor Burgin, too, saw the possibility to intervene from within: “[A]lthough…
it is the present function of the institution 'art' to be conservative... this function may be changed
in practice,” he emphasized. Burgin advocated for a more discursive, multifaceted understanding
of the institutions of art, which understood them not as abstractions but as permeable entities
continually formed and shaped by day-to-day activities. “It is within, as much as beyond, such
spaces that the politically aware art-worker…may work for cultural change, albeit in the
knowledge that the ideological inertia of the institution is massive,” he acknowledged.128 Mary
Kelly, in her response, cautioned against art world solipsism. She emphasized the importance of
coupling “a political analysis of the gallery’s function within a given socio-economic context”
with a broader political practice. “No art practice can be a substitute for political practice,” she
insisted; artists should work against injustice within the art world immediate to them as well as in
the public sphere more generally.129 The conviction that one should find ways to work within
existing networks, and seek to alter them from the inside, was widely held amongst artists and
critics working in Lower Manhattan at the turn of the 1980s. In light of these insights—on the
one hand, the fact that the limit of alternative spaces resided in their ability to provide an
sustainable economic alternative for artists to support themselves, and on the other, the
understanding that no alternative is beyond recuperation—it comes as no surprise that artists got
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down to business around 1980. Founding a consulting firm, a commercial gallery, a design
office, or a press agency seemed, to many artists, like the ideal way to combine the spirit of
autonomy that characterized alternative spaces with the exigencies of survival in an increasingly
corporatized New York City at the dawn of a new decade.

Overview
This study is divided into three chapters that focus on key artworks, exhibitions, and art
spaces from 1978 through 1984: a chain of group exhibitions at alternative spaces in New York
and Los Angeles in 1978-79; two artist-run business ventures active in New York between 1980
and 1982; and a one-person exhibition at a commercial gallery in 1982 that reflected on the
circulation and presentation of Pictures art during that period. Lawler is the main protagonist and
thread of continuity throughout this analysis, but it is not a narrowly monographic study. Rather,
her activities are a thread that connects “first-generation” institutional critique, the concerns of a
younger generation of artists seeking alternative ways of making and showing art in New York
in the late 1970s, and the practices of Pictures artists. Each chapter looks at a particular moment
and set of protagonists, many of whom are Lawler’s collaborators and peers. Daniel Buren,
Christopher D’Arcangelo, Sherrie Levine, Jenny Holzer, Janelle Reiring, Helene Winer, and
many of the artists represented by Metro Pictures are among the figures that play a key role in
this analysis. Collaboration is a term that the artist uses provocatively, in its broadest possible
sense: “Collaboration involves a different attitude about what makes an artwork…. Art is always
a collaboration with what came before you and what comes after you,” she has said. “No work is
really produced by one person.”130 My methodology is informed by Lawler’s statement, and
therefore the analysis of Lawler’s work elaborated here is developed with equal attention to the
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other figures and structures that it engages and is engaged by. This includes contemporaneous
critical writing about postmodernism and the visual arts, which was tremendously influential in
shaping the understanding reception of Pictures art at the time of its emergence. At this point, it
makes up a primary source in its own right, and for better or worse, the work is inextricably
enmeshed with its contemporaneous critical reception. Reconstructing its development and
certain key debates is a focus of the third chapter, and it makes up a key resource throughout this
study, especially given the dearth of comprehensive scholarly accounts to date.
Alongside its engagement of critical writing from the late 1970s and 1980s, this study
draws on extensive original research in the archives of the artists and institutions under
examination, as well as oral history interviews with key figures. Close readings of artworks and
exhibitions, which make up an important part of my analysis, are used synecdochically to
approach larger questions and key developments. A social history of key venues in downtown
Manhattan, including Artists Space and Metro Pictures, as well as a network of related artists
who exhibited and inhabited these spaces, emerges from this approach. Overall, this study
constructs a focused analysis of landmark projects by Lawler and her collaborators that opens
onto and contributes to a broader history of American art during this period. It accounts for a
pivotal moment marked by the emergence of postmodernism, the changing status of photography
as art, and new understandings of the role of the artist in society.
The first chapter examines little-known site-specific works made by Louise Lawler and
Christopher D’Arcangelo between 1978 and 1979 for group exhibitions at alternative spaces in
New York and Los Angeles. The two friends and collaborators sought to efface the distinctions
between their individual contributions, underscore the continuity between the exhibition space
and its social and political surround, and address viewers as embodied political subjects. Their
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approach offered a corrective to the site-specific work of early institutional critique practitioners
Michael Asher and Daniel Buren (with whom Lawler and D’Arcangelo had close ties during this
period). By contrast, Buren and Asher maintained individual authorship through fiercely
negotiated spatial territorialism that can be understood through two exhibition case studies,
Spaces (MoMA, 1969) and The Sixth Guggenheim International (1971). To the extent that Buren
and Asher considered the role of the viewer and the relationship between inside and outside the
gallery space, it was in relatively formal and abstract terms. My comparative analysis of these
four artists’ site-specific works mends a gap in the history of institutional critique by revealing
the continuity of concerns between generations, and how Lawler and D’Arcangelo addressed
contradictions that remained unresolved in the older artists’ work.
As the above account suggests, by the end of the 1970s, the notion of an “alternative
space,” and the autonomy it implied, were subject to intense scrutiny from artists and critics. Not
only had such spaces come to replicate some of the features of the system they had set out to
oppose, but many saw them as little more than the research & development arm of the
established gallery and museum circuit. In response, artists sought new models for producing and
sharing their work, two of which are the central focus of Chapter 2. In 1980, a pair of artist
collectives—The Offices of Fend, Fitzgibbon, Holzer, Nadin, Prince, and Winters (Peter Fend,
Coleen Fitzgibbon, Jenny Holzer, Peter Nadin, Richard Prince, and Robin Winters) and A
Picture Is No Substitute for Anything (Louise Lawler and Sherrie Levine)—reimagined their art
practices as a form of service provision, in step with the burgeoning service economy. While the
former group posed as a consulting firm, the latter acted as a public relations agency and quasigallery. This chapter analyzes these two projects in relation to contemporaneous social and
economic transformations in the United States, namely neoliberalism’s “economization of
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everything” (Wendy Brown) and the rise of postfordist “creative” labor (Boltanski and
Chiapello). Extending the history of art and labor to account for the advent of neoliberalism, I
argue that the work of these two collective endeavors anticipated a new labor paradigm that took
artists as its unwitting, and at times unwilling, models. I understand the relationship between
artists and the broader economy not as deterministic—meaning that economic shifts could be
pegged to shifts in artistic practice, or vice versa—but as mutually inflecting.
Many critics announced that the birth of postmodernism, and its critique of traditional
notions of authorship and representation, marked the definitive end of avant-gardism in the early
1980s. As I discuss in Chapter 3, photographic practices—framed by critics as resistant to the
modernist values of uniqueness, originality, and transparency—were central to this argument,
particularly the appropriation art of the “Pictures Generation.” Critics were fiercely divided over
whether the appropriationist strategies of Pictures artists, much like the gallery that represented
them, was critical of or complicit with the status quo. This chapter appraises the status of critique
within the Pictures milieu through Louise Lawler’s 1982 exhibition Arrangements of Pictures,
which offered a site-specific analysis of its venue, Metro Pictures, and the larger social and
economic network of which it was a part. I argue that for Lawler and her peers, strategies of
mimicry and masquerade—denounced by their detractors as unreliable and dangerously
vulnerable to recuperation—constituted a critique of mastery that understood identity, desire, and
subjectivity as central to the practice of critique. As such, these artists developed a new mode of
critique, here called finesse, which uses proximity and participation to change a system of power
relations from within.
This project reappraises foundational contributions to the present understanding of
representation, subjectivity, and critique made by Louise Lawler and her peers in the late 1970s
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and early 1980s. Through close analysis of key artworks, exhibitions, and venues, my analysis
contributes to an understanding of how the critique of the subject and image launched by these
artists in the early 1980s laid the groundwork for subsequent elaborations of queer theory,
postcolonial theory, critical race theory, and intersectional feminism amidst the AIDS crisis and
an increasingly globalized world. Today, amidst the resurgence of far-right politics and new
attention to the nuances of identity among the social movements that counter them, these artists’
insights into the politics of representation—described by Gayatri Spivak as standing-for and
speaking-for—continue to resonate more urgently than ever.131
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Chapter 1: Finessing the Frame
Inside and outside
It’s October 1978. You’re walking through a sparsely populated part of downtown
Manhattan at night. The second floor of a building on Hudson Street emanates light so bright that
it casts sharp silhouettes of window frames and bodies onto the Citibank branch across the street,
overlaying signs advertising “Free Gifts” and a 24-hour ATM. (fig. 1.1) Curious, you climb a
flight of dingy cement stairs that open onto a multi-room exhibition space. In the front room, an
oil-on-canvas portrait of a racehorse posed against a pastoral landscape hangs awkwardly over a
set of interior windows (fig. 1.2). Text underneath identifies it as LENT BY THE NEW YORK
RACING ASSOCIATION (AQUEDUCT). LIGHTING CONSULTANT, ROBERT DAVIS. This draws your
attention again to the lights: two 1000-watt theater spots hang over the painting, but not to
illuminate it. On the contrary. One is pointed directly into your eyes, blinding you; the other
shines through the empty white space, toward six rectangular windows, a radiator, and a garbage
can that are mirrored in the polished concrete floor (fig. 1.3). You realize that these powerful
lights are what lit up the bank across the street, linking what’s in here with what’s out there.
Now it’s the summer of 1979. You find yourself on the fifth floor of a stately building in
the theater district of Los Angeles at dusk. A group exhibition populates the airy loft space. Its
wall of windows overlooks the street below, lined with stores that have seen better days.
Suddenly, the lights go out. Or rather, some of the lights go out: the bulbs previously
illuminating the artworks on the walls and floor have gone dark, revealing that another set have,
in fact, been on all along, though the other lights rendered them invisible: two ellipsoidal
spotlights are suspended from the ceiling by the window, each overlaid with a colored gel
patterned with silhouettes of tree branches. One faces inward, trained on the back wall of the
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exhibition space and the works that hang there; the other is directed outdoors, superimposing its
image onto the façade of a 1920s neoclassical theater adorned with Corinthian columns and
monumental urns. (figs. 1.4-5) The lights hang from bars equidistant from the two surfaces that
they illuminate—the theater outside and the back wall inside. Looking down to the street below,
you see that the pale shades of the projection compete with the blinking lights of traffic, the neon
signs of diners and bars, and the theater’s bright marquee. A minute later, the exhibition lights
come on again, fully illuminating the other works and washing out the colored silhouettes once
again, though the projection outdoors remains distinct in the fading light.132
These are two site-specific works by Louise Lawler created for group exhibitions at an
alternative space in New York and an artist-run space in Los Angeles in 1978 and 1979.133 What
prompted Lawler to use light to these ends, in these contexts, at this time? In both cases, highwattage spotlights are used against their conventional purpose—illumination in the service of
visibility and legibility. Instead, they obscure or overlay as much as they reveal. Generally
speaking, light is a precondition for visibility, but a lack of it can render one’s surroundings
unintelligible, and a blinding bulb can be equally debilitating. What peculiar properties do
artworks comprised exclusively of light have in the context of group exhibitions, and what kind
of relationship to space and authorship do they assert? Light can “fill” a space, but it doesn’t take
up space—it’s not mutually exclusive with other objects; it simply overlays them, adapting to the
shape of whatever surface it encounters, eliminating the physical distinction between
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illumination and object. Afterimages remain even after the light source has disappeared,
imprinting an inverted image directly onto a viewer’s visual apparatus. Light became a crucial
tool for Lawler at this moment, I suggest, because its peculiar properties allowed her to subtly
yet strategically undercut the individualism and territorialism that characterized the work of an
older generation of site-specific artists.134 The collaborative spatial experiments that she and her
peers, most notably Christopher D’Arcangelo, undertook in group exhibitions in the late 1970s
depart markedly from the “strong” site-specificity of Michael Asher and Daniel Buren.135 In so
doing, they crucially reimagined the relationship between authorship, institutional space, and the
public by acknowledging the social and political specificities undergirding any site of display.
A review of the 1978 group exhibition at Artists Space indexes this generational shift. “In
the old days artists in a group show fought to maximize or at least maintain the integrity of the
boundaries of their allotted space,” one critic observed. She went on:
Thus, I am continually amazed at the willingness with which young artists
interweave their works with one another’s, produce collaboratively, or simply
remain anonymous…. What’s more, many of these young artists seem to have no
qualms about freely appropriating the ideas of others…and one of the artists
seems embarrassingly derivative of the early work of another.136
Village Voice critic April Kingsley was decidedly unimpressed with the early work of
Christopher D’Arcangelo, Louise Lawler, and Cindy Sherman on view, faulting it for its porous
boundaries and lack of originality; the fourth artist, Adrian Piper, whose contribution involved an
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audio recording, was praised for “dominating” the space. Kingsley went on to draw an
unfavorable comparison between these artists and a by-then well-established older generation of
minimal, conceptual, and institution-critical artists, noting unfortunate “shades”—the term here
implies undesirable influence or mixture—“of Hans Haacke, Joseph Kosuth, Robert Morris,
[and] Michael Asher” in the younger artists’ work. The critic used a vocabulary of territorialism
and conquest to describe the older group’s attitudes toward exhibition space, and emphasized in
particular “the problems we had trying to keep Dan Flavin’s coloured light out of Michael
Asher’s pure white room in the Spaces exhibition at MoMA a few years ago.” 137 (Kingsley
spoke from experience, having worked as curatorial assistant on the 1969 show.) A controversy
surrounding the Guggenheim International in 1971, in which a striped banner by Buren
originally intended to fill the museum’s central rotunda was censored after a negative response
by several exhibiting artists and the museum staff—likely also loomed large in her memory.138
This chapter maps the shifting contours of the “inside” and “outside” of the art institution
as it was conceived by artists and critics between 1969 and 1979. The interrelationships and
divergences between the work of Buren and Asher, on the one hand, and Lawler and
D’Arcangelo, on the other, are analyzed through case studies of key group exhibitions. The
generational shift that comes into relief can be understood as part of a far-ranging
reconceptualization of power and the possibilities of political resistance that crystallized in the
late 1970s.139 Within an art context, a cluster of group exhibitions that took place between the
fall of 1978 and the summer of 1979 mark a pivotal shift in attitudes toward institutional space
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and authorship among a generation of artists whose work would come to redefine these terms at
the turn of the 1980s. While Asher and Buren called into question Minimalism’s purist spatial
claims by implicating what lay outside the white cube, I suggest that their rigid conception of the
institution’s “inside” and “outside” in turn came to seem inadequate to Lawler, D’Arcangelo, and
their peers by 1978. These younger artists took the utter continuity between “inside” and
“outside” as its point of departure, in turn laying the groundwork for the postmodernism
sensibility elaborated by Pictures artists.

The politics of space
“Modern artists such as Flavin or Buren wish to control the entire architectural
environment,” the artist Dan Graham observed in his 1981 essay “Signs.”140 Graham underscores
a striking commonality between two artists whose practices otherwise diverge in significant
ways—the former associated with minimalism, the latter with site-specificity and institutional
critique—and who found themselves at loggerheads on at least one historical occasion. Minimal
sculpture’s relationship to space, while heterogeneous, is perhaps best encapsulated by Robert
Morris’s 1966 remark that “the better new work takes relationships out of the work and makes
them a function of space, light, and the viewer’s field of vision.”141 His account implies that the
space and light surrounding an artwork become an inextricable part of the work itself and are
integral to its meaning—a conviction shared by many of his peers.142 This foregrounds many
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minimal artists’ preoccupation with, in Carl Andre’s words, “seiz[ing] and hold[ing] the space of
the gallery”: claiming and clearing a certain amount of space surrounding a minimal sculpture
was necessary for it to take on the requisite force and for it to become legible as an aesthetic
object worthy of contemplation.143 Crucial here is the insight that, as many scholars have pointed
out, minimalist artists largely took for granted the exhibition space as an enclosed interior and
posited a spectatorial body abstracted from social or political particularities.144 For their part,
Flavin and Judd both offered ahistorical, asocial accounts of their work: Flavin suggested that his
art “lacked the look of a history…[or of] stylistic or structural development,” while Judd
expressed a preference for art that doesn’t have “anything to do with the society, the institutions,
and grand theories.”145 Flavin aimed, in his words, for “clarity and distinction” in his work,
creating “mainly an indoor routine” of “get in and get out situations.” He took “the entire interior
spatial container” as the support of his work, implicitly acknowledging its limits yet not
explicitly addressing what lies beyond it.146 While a one-person exhibition does not pose a
serious challenge to these kinds of claims to space, the shared context of a group exhibition
necessarily involves negotiating not only a relationship to architecture, but also to other artists
and their work. This would prove treacherous for this generation of artists, as evidenced by
disputes between artists in Spaces (1969) and The Guggenheim International (1971), two group
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exhibitions that brought together minimal and conceptual art with nascent site-specific,
institution-critical work and became flashpoints for their conflicting sensibilities.
It is difficult to imagine a more hermetic group exhibition than Spaces, held at the
Museum of Modern Art in 1969. As curator Jennifer Licht explained to Flavin in a letter of
invitation, “The concept is the employment of a defined spatial situation in a work. About six or
eight artists will be invited to create a work, each in his own room.”147 To Asher, she wrote, “The
basis [of the exhibition] is the use of a given area to make a spatially cohesive work in.”148 Her
emphasis, then, was on not only the circumscribed quality of each artist’s allotted space, but also
on the internal cohesion of the piece that would necessarily follow from such an arrangement.
The rooms were themselves contained within a room, surrounded by a hallway that connected
and divided the spaces. Michael Asher chose to further insulate his room with fiberglass
soundproofing material, aiming for an “acoustically dead space” into which he would introduce
pink and white noise.149 Visitors were asked to remove their shoes and remain silent upon
entering.150 These precautions, however, were not enough to prevent light from Dan Flavin’s
fluorescent tubes installed in the adjacent room from polluting Asher’s dimly-lit, white-walled
chamber, as Kingsley notes retrospectively in the review quoted earlier. The spatial conceit of
the show isolated the experience of one artist’s contribution as much as possible from the others’,
promising to maximize control, legibility of authorship, and a “pure” experience of each work.
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Yet interactions between the works themselves, as well as with the public, nevertheless
introduced unforeseen intrusions upon their solitude.
Likewise, the Sixth Guggenheim International, staged in the comparatively porous spiral
of the Frank Lloyd Wright-designed building in 1971, was described by curator Diane Waldman
as an attempt to “isolate and highlight” recent developments in art.151 Waldman’s discussion of
space and authorship in a statement published in Studio International is striking: she writes that
her intention from the outset had been to give each artist “ample ‘breathing’ space” and “thereby
hop[ed] to avoid the usual clutter and confusion typical of most group shows.”152 Though it
brought together a by-then established canon of minimal and conceptual artists, the exhibition is
remembered above all for a scandal surrounding the planned contribution by Buren, which was
momentarily installed and swiftly removed before the opening. (fig. 1.6) He had intended to
hang two blue and white striped banners: one that would fill the museum’s interior rotunda from
dome to entrance ramp, and a narrower one outdoors, spanning East 88th Street between
Madison and 5th Avenue.153 The Guggenheim saga hinged on the appropriate division of space
in a group exhibition. Waldman contended that Buren’s banner disrupted “the unity of the
exhibition, as well as the singular identity of each work,” making it impossible to see them “in
their totality.”154 Flavin and Judd were among five participating artists to react strongly against
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Buren’s piece—refusing to sign a petition that he circulated calling for its reinstallation, and,
Buren claims, threatening to withdraw from the exhibition if his banner was not removed. As
Alexander Alberro points out, of these artists, only Flavin could legitimately claim that Buren’s
banner visually obstructed his work, but ironically his own installation also swathed the
surrounding space and artworks in colored light (fig. 1.7) “Thus,” Alberro concludes, “the same
objections Flavin had to Buren could have been legitimately leveled against himself.”155
The concerns of Asher and Buren were not mutually exclusive from those of the minimal
artists with whom they exhibited: all were invested in probing the spatial and temporal
conditions of art viewing. In the case of minimal sculpture, this derived from the fact that an
aesthetic experience of the works was, by design, inextricable from their site of display. This
amounts to what Rosalyn Deutsche terms “a critique of artistic autonomy”—a challenge to the
idea, once championed by formalist critics such as Clement Greenberg, that the meaning and
experience of an artwork should be stable and abiding regardless of its circumstances. But
minimalism’s investigation of site was limited in scope because it largely focused on an
exhibition space’s visual properties. “[F]ormalism reentered minimalist art,” Deutsche observes,
“in the assumption that places of perception are politically and socially neutral.” It was the work
of institutional critique first undertaken by Asher, Buren, Marcel Broodthaers and Hans Haacke
that “broadened the concept of site to embrace not only the aesthetic context of the work’s
exhibition but the site’s symbolic, social, and political meanings,” she writes, “as well as the
historical circumstances within which art work, spectator, and place are situated.”156 It was this
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tension that marked the gap between Asher, Buren and the minimalists, and it played out as a
struggle over the appropriate division of space.
Whereas the minimal sculptures in the Guggenheim International relied on—and
demanded—an envelope of empty space in order to operate, Buren’s stripes were most potent in
proximity to other artworks or architectural features (where they nevertheless unequivocally
asserted their presence). Asher and Buren’s site-specific work grew out of minimalism’s
engagement with site, but it went further, too, by probing the limits of the white cube by
incorporating what lay physically outside of it.157 The Guggenheim curators offered Buren the
compromise of exhibiting the outdoor banner without its indoor counterpart, but he refused,
saying that to do so would be antithetical to the work: the visual link that the two banners
established between the interior of the museum and its exterior was crucial to his concept. The
inside was inconceivable without the outside, and vice versa.
Buren’s essay “Critical Limits,” written the year prior, offers insight into the aesthetic
program that he was developing at the time. In the text, he points out that museums and galleries
are hardly neutral or transparent, though they present themselves as such. They are, in fact, the
product of material and ideological structures that create “cultural limits”—norms that quietly
govern how an artwork is understood. A canvas in a gallery, for example, is severed from its
prior material life in the artist’s studio, giving it an air of inevitability; windowless white rooms
in turn insulate the viewer’s experience from the outside world, encouraging purely formal
contemplation. The task of critical art, as Buren outlined it, was to strategically situate itself in
relation to these cultural limits, dialectically revealing them and thereby expanding the public’s
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awareness of the context underlying a given site.158 The artist used the term “visual tools” to
describe the striped pieces of canvas and paper that he installed in site-specific configurations
beginning in 1968, at first as papiers-collés mounted without permission on the streets of Paris
(Affichages Sauvages, 1968), and later expanding to canvas (often with one stripe at the edge
painted over in white) and transparent plastic stripes placed in galleries, museums, and urban
spaces. Buren’s work rejected stylistic change. Beginning in 1965, he decided to work only “in
situ, always using 8.7 centimeter-wide vertical stripes, alternating colored with white or
transparent.”159 When situated in an exhibition context, Buren wagered, the stripes had a special
ability to reveal the exhibition space’s function as both frame, context, and limit of the objects it
contained. This capacity derives from what he called their “neutral/zero degree of form,” which
“eliminates all concealment (all mythification or secrecy)” from art. Because the stripes were a
readymade material that he simply cut to fit the site, the artist reasoned, their meaning was
entirely contextual—it was extrinsic rather than intrinsic.160 Buren also radically disavowed
authorship of this work, claiming that, as readymade materials, the stripes were “common
property” and did not belong to any one individual. “Whether [the artist] signs ‘his’ work or not,
it nevertheless remains anonymous,” Buren claimed.161 Yet the discursive claims made in his
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polemical texts seemed to be undermined by the visual and financial economies through which
Buren’s work circulated—it was always attributed to “Daniel Buren.”162
Buren’s ideas were put to the test in “Within and Beyond the Frame” at John Weber
Gallery, a commercial gallery in downtown Manhattan, in 1973. D’Arcangelo, who worked for
Buren from approximately 1973 through 1979, assisted with its execution. To create the sitespecific installation, Buren strung a series of canvases across the length of the fourth-floor
exhibition space, through its open windows, and across the street outside (fig. 1.8). Each canvas
precisely matched the dimensions of the building’s windows, and the central canvas traversed the
threshold of the window frame. The title of his exhibition at John Weber implies that the gallery
space has a “beyond” that lies, quite literally, outside its windows. Here, Buren opens up the
gallery and goes beyond its frame above all in a physical sense: the open window lets in wind,
noise, pollution, and precipitation and the canvases strung through it accentuate the continuity
between inside and outside. But for Buren, this physical move grounded a metaphor for a
discursive mode of critique; he believed that the stripes had the capacity to demystify their
context on an ideological level. “Where the work shows itself, it shatters (or masters) the limits
of [the museum / exhibition space], i.e. the single viewpoint from which a work is generally
seen, and reveals the new limits of its location,” he wrote. By suggesting that perspective is
partial and contextual, his statement also implies a critique of the humanist subject and its claims
to unity, coherence, and rationality. The stripes extending out of the gallery’s windows were also
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meant to draw attention to the fact that work in the space was habitually viewed only from the
inside—both literally and metaphorically.
A project undertaken the following year at the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA), again
with the assistance of Christopher D’Arcangelo, continued this line of inquiry. For From and Off
the Windows (1974), Buren used stripes to link sites that were both inside and outside the
institution proper: museum and garden uptown, commercial gallery and billboard downtown.
The distinctive round-edged windows of MoMA’s Phillip-Johnson-designed annex served as the
starting point for Buren’s work, which was located in a long corridor adjacent to the sculpture
garden (fig. 1.9). The artist adhered large transparent rectangles patterned with vertical stripes to
a wall that faced a row of windows; the sheets precisely matched the shape and placement of the
rounded windowpanes opposite. In effect, the outlines of four windows appeared to be
“projected” onto the wall in striped material. Late in the day, this pattern was overlaid by shifting
silhouettes of leaves and branches created by ambient light filtering through windows. The
installation continued in the sculpture garden outside. A grey marble wall perpendicular to the
interior corridor hosted an identical set of striped transparencies. Their shapes, however, were cut
to accommodate the wall’s structural features: two doors and a staircase. (figs. 1.10) This
resulted in surplus scrap material, which was in turn displayed at two locations downtown: one
adhered to a billboard (advertising a charity telethon) on the corner of Lafayette and Canal Street
in Chinatown (fig. 1.11), and the other was affixed to a vitrine at John Weber Gallery, located a
few blocks north in SoHo at 420 West Broadway.163 The piece distributed itself across four
locations, connecting them physically as parts that make up a whole: the indoor of the museum
and its enclosed outdoor courtyard (also a site for art’s display); the commercial gallery
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representing the artist; and a space of advertising on a busy street corner, presumably
appropriated without permission. The implication, however, went beyond form. For Buren, the
material links within the piece stood in for a social, economic, and ideological interconnection
between the sites: one can’t exist without the others. In the context of the downtown gallery, the
transparency became an item for sale, while on the billboard it rendered a commercial message
partly illegible. Embedded in the dense visual field of the busy street corner, the stripes hardly
invited reverent contemplation as it would inside the museum corridor. For those on the “inside,”
it would also double as advertising for the exhibition at the Modern or the fragment on view at
John Weber. By adopting multiple sites for a single work, Buren aimed to unseat the museum as
the idealized site for art’s display; he splintered the view across adjacent locations, each of which
inflected the work differently.
Yet the critical response was a far cry from the brouhaha surrounding the Guggenheim
exhibition. On the contrary, critics detected a frictionless faux-radicalism in Buren’s intervention
at MoMA: “Something of the rogue element, the absolute oddity, of the original thrust has been
taken over by officialdom,” one wrote, later adding that “the museum squeezes some of the life
out of it all, unwittingly.”164 Another commented that in a museum, “the subversive nature of
Buren’s activity—his stealth and wit—evaporates. You are left with the bare synopsis of his
plot.”165 A third imagined that “the Museum of Modern art now enters, arms hospitably
outstretched, clutching this inoffensive guerilla to its bosom…. What Buren’s work really seems
to be about is words: vacuous configurating gift-wrapped in fighting language, revealing the
curiously transparent game of certification by which art posturers proclaim their avant-gardeness.
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These days, the only way to become an accredited foe of museum culture is to be in a museum
show.”166 In the Partisan Review, Barbara Rose wrote that “when an institution like the Museum
of Modern Art invites sabotage, it becomes party, not to the promulgation of experimental art,
but to the passive acceptance of the disenchanted, demoralized artists’ aggression against art
greater than their own.”167 In the absence of resistance from the institution or other artists,
Buren’s stripes lost their raison d’être, the critics concurred.
Several years later, Douglas Crimp reflected on the broader implications of these
critiques in his essay “The End of Painting” (1981), in particular the claim that institutionallysanctioned artworks cannot be tools for radical critique. Responding directly to Rose, he wrote:
[I]f Buren’s work had not appeared in the museum, had not taken the museum as
its point of departure and as its referent, the very issues Rose is pondering would
never have arisen. It is fundamental to Buren’s work that it act in complicity with
those very institutions that it seeks to make visible as the necessary conditions of
the artwork’s intelligibility. This is the reason not only that his work appears in
museums and galleries, but that it poses as painting. It is only thereby possible for
his work to ask: What makes it possible to see a painting? And to what end is
painting under such conditions of its presentation?168
Crimp understood the ambition of Buren’s work as “nothing less than abolishing the code that
has until now made art what it is, in its production and its institutions.” This was best achieved,
he argued, through an immanent practice that operated from within the terms of painting itself.
He praises Buren’s work for having “remained invisible to all but a few,” a “paradoxical
situation [that] is testimony to the success of Buren’s gambit, as well as to the seemingly
unshakeable faith in painting—which is to say, the code.” Once Buren’s work becomes visible
(which I contend took place in the years after Crimp’s essay, as Buren’s work adopted
increasingly large platforms and achieved broad visibility and public recognition), “the code of
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painting will have been abolished and Buren’s repetitions can stop,” Crimp wrote, predicting the
end of painting at that time.169 Of course, this has not come to pass, but Crimp’s essay is
nevertheless valuable for its early articulation of a notion of immanent critique that would
become a central concern for artists and critics in the years that followed.
During the 1970s, Buren’s work used the material bounds of the institution—inside,
outside, or off-site—as a metaphorical means for addressing its ideological limits. A seemingly
secondary site of his work, his critical writing, in fact played an essential role in shaping the
understanding of his material practice. Recall that in “Critical Limits,” he wrote that “the work in
question, when it is placed outside the Museum/Gallery, breaks the limits inherent in these
places,” he asserted.170 But with time, this analogy ran up against certain limits. In the early-tomid 1970s, Buren’s work and writing located power squarely within the brick-and-mortar
structures of institutions. Upon their introduction, his “visual tools” offered a means for drawing
attention to the physical structures of institutions and the way such conditions shaped viewing.
But ultimately, the stripes were an abstract, formal device that could not pointedly address social
or economic conditions, nor operate beyond their immediate physical surround, nor offer a
program for concrete action. Over time, they ceased to have the defamiliarizing effect that Buren
had intended upon their introduction. Far from neutral or anonymous, they became their own
kind of visual signature. These shortcomings did not escape the attention of a younger generation
of artists preoccupied by questions of institutional power in the coming years, including Lawler
and D’Arcangelo.
The impulse to lay bare the physical conditions of an exhibition space articulated by
Buren’s practice is also observable in Asher’s work of the period. The artist’s 1976 installation at
169
170

Crimp, 86.
Buren, Five Texts, 51.
74

the Clocktower Gallery, a non-profit alternative space located in the downtown Manhattan
neighborhood of Tribeca, is a case in point.171 Buren and Asher were close interlocutors during
this period and they frequently exhibited together in the United States and Europe. However,
Asher’s signature method involved not the addition of stripes, but the subtraction and
displacement of aspects of a space’s physical features. The Los Angeles-based artist was an early
admirer of Flavin’s work, and initially exhibited alongside California Light and Space artists like
James Turrell and Robert Irwin in the late 1960s, producing highly formal installations in
hermetic spaces. However, he later sought to distance himself from this context by making work
that connected a space’s physical interior with its exterior and all the exterior’s implications.172
For his exhibition at the Clocktower, Asher removed all the doors and windows (previously
covered with frosted glass) across three floors of exhibition space, establishing a physical
continuity between interior and exterior by opening the former to the elements. (fig. 1.12)
Though one could interpret this ‘opening to the outside’ as a metaphor with political implications
(as the trajectory of Hans Haacke’s systems work made increasingly explicit in the early 1970s),
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Asher framed his gesture of removal above all in the terms of sculpture and phenomenology, not
political critique. He wrote:
[The] exhibition area was materially and concretely defined as having been
actually opened to the outer world. Yet from the inside, as well as the outside, the
Clocktower installation only revealed the way in which it was situated within the
reality of the cityscape in contrast to its former isolation as an exhibition space.
The traditional way of viewing sculpture was possibly altered in this installation
since the outside was objectified and integrated through the opening of the once
hermetically-sealed doors and windows. Viewers were therefore unable to
abstract the exhibition space and its contextual surroundings. And this loss or
reduction of the ability to abstract the installation from its surroundings caused a
change in viewer self-awareness within the installation and possibly an altered
mode of perception of the surrounding architecture. 173
While Asher emphasizes how his act of removal makes it impossible to abstract the exhibition
space from the surrounding urban landscape, he doesn’t invoke the politics of that space with any
specificity: particular buildings and their functions, the blighted state of Lower Manhattan at the
time, the real estate interests reshaping the city’s fabric, the income disparities between the
inhabitants of the adjoining neighborhoods.174 Like Buren, (who saw and photographed this
exhibition), Asher invokes what lies outside the gallery space, but only from a distance, much
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like the cityscape seen from the fourteenth floor.175 In “Men in Space,” Deutsche describes a
modernist, masculinist model of vision that seeks mastery over its objects through distance.
Observed in the writing of Fredric Jameson and David Harvey, this model of vision is often
analogized as a disembodied or cartographic view, an impartial view that the feminist
philosopher Iris Marion Young describes as looking at the world as though from a spaceship to
another planet.176 The distanced view of the city afforded by Asher’s installation can be
understood as aligned with this model of vision, especially in comparison to Lawler and
D’Arcangelo’s installations. Characteristic of Asher’s work of the period, the Clocktower
installation insists on a certain formal purity that brings to mind Flavin’s installations: both
artists take the existing architectural features of a space as their work’s support, and anything
inside becomes implicated into the piece. Though Asher substitutes natural light for Flavin’s
fluorescents, the effect of both depends on an absence of intrusions. It goes without saying that
Asher’s emptied rooms wouldn’t fare well in a group exhibition.
During this period, Buren and Asher both framed their work in terms heavily influenced
by Marxist ideology critique: the task they set out for their art was to unveil the ideology of
institutions—that is, their false claims of political and spatial neutrality—in order to reveal an
underlying, heretofore concealed “reality.” Buren wrote, “Only the knowledge of the successive
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frames / limits [instated by institutions] can enable our own work/product to place itself in
relation to these limits and subsequently to unmask and reveal them.”177 Asher framed his work
from that period as instigating in the mind of the viewer a “dialectical deconstruction process” of
the idealist aesthetics then frequently tethered to the white cube gallery space. He sought to
“force the viewer into [the] outer reality” and “define another way of perceiving.”178 While they
were groundbreaking for their time, these formulations would subsequently come under scrutiny
by a younger generation of artists, Lawler and D’Arcangelo among them. The latter were
skeptical of the belief in a stable, unified, underlying reality that could simply be revealed
through the act of critique. What’s more, they turned attention to the social, economic, and
political underpinnings of exhibition spaces: whom did such institutions serve, through what
means, and to what ends? These questions would motivate them to seek a more nuanced
understanding of the fluctuating boundary between “inside” and “outside” in the years that
followed.
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Looking back on the Clocktower project in 1982, Asher also acknowledged, “[A]ny means I
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device. The problem with this type of decomposition was that the extent to which the viewers’
mode of perception could be affected relied on, was embedded in, objectification itself…. This
was manifested in the way viewers would ascend the staircase, freezing and framing images of
the city outside from within the empty exhibition container.” (Notes on the Clocktower
installation, undated, Box 8, Folder 9, Michael Asher Papers.)
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The next step
“I am posed with the problem or question is there a different road an alternative means of
approaching museums and galleries,” D’Arcangelo wrote in his notebook in 1976. “[T]he work
of artists in the last ten years and their acceptance in the structure has brought about a view at
least of alternative roads.”179 This entry reveals that D’Arcangelo was developing his practice
with explicit consideration of the concerns, and limitations, of the ’66-72 generation of
conceptual and site-specific artists, consolidated by Lucy Lippard’s influential anthology Six
Years: The Dematerialization of the Art Object from 1966 to 1972.180 By the late 1970s, the
purism of this earlier generation of conceptual art began to strike many younger artists as
hermetic and doctrinaire.181 Yet the concerns of conceptual art and institutional critique—
broadly, an investigation of the bounds that define a work of art and art’s potential to address its
social, political, and economic surround—remained primary for many younger artists.182
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However, there was a widespread sense that new methods and tools were required to continue
these lines of inquiry a decade after their emergence.183 In particular, the individualism and latent
formalism of Asher and Buren’s generation would come under scrutiny by Lawler, D’Arcangelo,
and their peers.
In his journal entry, D’Arcangelo takes stock of what Buren, Ian Wilson, Carl Andre, Sol
LeWitt, and Robert Smithson had done to change the norms of art’s production, display,
circulation, and critical evaluation, and identifies certain limits (if not contradictions) in the work
of this older generation, several of whom had acted as mentors to him.184 He saw his work as an
extension of their investigations. “The problem for me is and was what is the next step,” he
reflected:
All of the above mentioned artists and all the artists I know of with the exception
of a very few have changed the criteria only to fall short because at most they are
half in and half out, but, due to their work, it seems possible to make a direct
move from out[side] the structure to inside and to move back a[nd] forth or to use
one section of the structure against another (i.e. collectors opposed to museums
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In addition to acting as assistant to Buren, D’Arcangelo was close with Ian Wilson, Robert
Smithson and Nancy Holt, and Michael Asher. (Interview with Cathy Weiner and Allan
D’Arcangelo conducted by Gideon D’Arcangelo, “Cathy + Allan Suite,” 1992, Series IV,
Subseries A, Media ID: 264.0023, Christopher D’Arcangelo Papers. Cathy Weiner, conversation
with the author, March 5, 2016.)
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or, galleries opposed to museums).”185
Buren’s striped flags strung through the windows of John Weber Gallery quite literally fit
D’Arcangelo’s description of “half in and half out,” but Buren’s position, too, could be described
in these terms: the radical position articulated in his writing was, by the mid-1970s, accompanied
by widespread institutional affirmation on an international scale.186 The way forward, as
D’Arcangelo saw it, was to move back and forth across institutional thresholds, or to tactically
play different parts of the art system off one another. His analysis acknowledges that the artist
traverses various apparently disparate parts of the art world structure (galleries, alternative
spaces, museums, collectors), establishing a permeability and continuity between these
interconnected spheres. This mobility opens up the possibility of functioning as a double agent,
working simultaneously both “inside” and “outside”—a strategy that both Lawler and
D’Arcangelo would use to striking effect.
In the mid-1970s, Lawler and D’Arcangelo had ample opportunities to engage with
Buren and Asher’s ideas and observe their work at close range. The two young artists were
themselves close interlocutors; they engaged in intense dialogues about their work and that of
other artists.187 An initial point of convergence was the gallery complex at 420 West Broadway,
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which housed Leo Castelli Gallery, Sonnabend Gallery, and John Weber Gallery: Lawler worked
as an archivist at Castelli Gallery between 1974 and 1978, and D’Arcangelo assisted several
artists represented by John Weber, including Buren, Stephen Antonakos, and Mario Merz,
beginning in 1973. Lawler recalls that she and D’Arcangelo became friends through Buren,
likely sometime around 1974.188 That same year, Lawler photographed Buren’s contribution to
Eight Contemporary Artists at MoMA from the aerial view offered by a neighboring high-rise
building, and in 1976 she assisted with the installation of Buren’s contribution to Rooms, the
inaugural exhibition at the P.S. 1 Contemporary Art Center in Queens (fig. 1.13).189 D’Arcangelo
worked extensively with Buren during this period, not only in New York, on the execution of
projects nationally and internationally.190 D’Arcangelo lived in Los Angeles from October 1975
through March 1977, during which time he and Michael Asher were close interlocutors, and he
gave a guest lecture in Asher’s post-studio class at CalArts.191 In 1977, Asher hired D’Arcangelo
to participate in a piece he made for group exhibition at the Los Angeles Institute of
Contemporary Art (LAICA) in January-February 1977, for which five individuals were hired to
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pursue their day-to-day activities within the space of the exhibition for six hours per day.
Incidentally, D’Arcangelo had contributed a text to the January-February 1977 issue of LAICA
Journal, guest edited by Claire Copley, titled “LAICA as an Alternative to Museums.” It
comprised two blank pages and a statement inviting the public to “do whatever [they] want to it”
and “install the page anyplace in the viewing space of LAICA, at anytime and in anyway you
want.”192 The results of this gesture played out in the LAICA galleries during his tenure as one of
Asher’s hired hands.193 In December 1978, Buren executed Following and to be Followed for an
exhibition initiated by D’Arcangelo and artist Peter Nadin at the latter’s loft. The following
month, in January 1979, Lawler, D’Arcangelo, and Buren traveled together to Los Angeles for
Buren’s exhibition Frost and Defrost at the Otis Art Institute. The early work of Lawler and
D’Arcangelo was forged during a time when they were both keenly aware of Buren’s work, and
steeped in the contexts it occupied.
A pivotal intersection between the three artists was occasioned by an extension of
Buren’s Seven Ballets in Manhattan (originally presented on the streets of Manhattan by John
Weber Gallery in 1975) into twelve additional ballets staged between November 1977 and
October 1978. The term ballet conjures a rather different image than the anti-virtuosic approach
of the actual performances, which comprised five individuals simply walking along a
predetermined route in a neighborhood of Manhattan or Brooklyn holding placards, described by
Buren as “picket signs”. Instead of slogans expressing a social or political message, however,
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each was patterned with Buren’s signature vertical stripes, which alternated white with another
hue: black, blue, green, red, or yellow.194 Witnesses of the initial set of ballets saw five figures in
casual dress walk casually yet purposefully through Chinatown, the East Village, Greenwich
Village, Times Square, SoHo, Central Park, and Wall Street holding striped placards over the
course of seven days in May and June of 1975. They mostly proceeded straight ahead, in single
file, though occasionally they circled around to turn or regroup. (Though not an official
participant, Lawler substituted for an absent performer in Ballet #4, Times Square).195 The John
Weber Gallery newsletter boasted that the ballets were met with tremendous public’s response:
“[T]he performers were continually hounded by bystanders, who demanded to know what the
placards stood for. Some people followed the marchers for blocks, trying to obtain a satisfying
answer.”196 (Neither the name of the performance’s creator nor any information about the piece
was to be disclosed to the public as it was taking place.) A special feature on the ballets was even
aired on Eyewitness News. Critics deemed the performances an unequivocal success.
On a conceptual level, the ballets extended Buren’s interest in how shifts in context
change the way a work of art is read. The striped signs, as well as the bodies transporting them,
would have signified differently in different neighborhoods: what in SoHo might have been
194
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legible as an art performance (perhaps even as one by Buren, for anyone who recalled his striped
canvases strung across West Broadway two years prior) would in Times Square have all but
disappeared into lights, signage, and crowds populating the cacophonous visual landscape. A
photograph of Ballet #1, Chinatown captures the performers posing underneath the Canal Street
billboard plastered with the striped transparencies displaced from Buren’s exhibition at MoMA,
evidently still in place months after the exhibition had closed (fig. 1.14).197 Ballet #6, Central
Park passed by the entrance of MoMA on 53rd Street, but did not enter through its doors. The
Seven Ballets added yet another node to Buren’s investigation of sites of display and institutional
thresholds, previously evidenced in Within and Beyond the Frame and From and Off the
Windows: the ballets were presented by John Weber Gallery, but took place entirely outside its
perimeter.
The second set of ballets, which took place over the course of twelve months in 1977-78,
are marked by Buren’s conspicuous absence: he hired D’Arcangelo to organize and execute
twelve performances, and the older artist was personally present for just three. The typewritten
accounts of each performance prepared by D’Arcangelo, reminiscent of the meticulous records
he kept of his own performances, register this division of labor. Each entry recorded the date and
times of the performance, the city blocks it traversed, the performers, the color of the placards,
and an itemized list of expenses. But most telling was the careful attribution: “Concept and work
by D. Buren. Organization and execution by C. D’Arcangelo… This work is paid for by D.
Buren.”198 (Lawler is credited as photodocumentarian for all the performances not attended and
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photographed by Buren, and participated in Ballet #16.) Different kinds of labor, and how they
are attributed and credited within the art world’s economies of visibility and financial
compensation, became a central focus of D’Arcangelo’s work in beginning in 1977. This cannot
be understood apart from the fact that he worked behind the scenes as the assistant of a
prominent artist during this same period—one whose work was premised on a radical critique of
ownership and individual authorship.
The series Functional Constructions, for example, which D’Arcangelo undertook
between 1977 and 1978 with artists Peter Nadin and Nick Lawson, radically reframed workaday
manual labor as conceptual art.199 When the artists were hired to perform manual labor—to paint
an apartment or soundproof a ceiling, say—they would propose that for the same price, the work
would be framed as an artwork commissioned by their client. D’Arcangelo typed up a brief with
the title (which equaled the number of days they had worked), the specifications of the task, and
who had commissioned it. The standard format included the statement “Design by Function,”
then listed “Design by [the client’s name],” pointedly disavowing any creative surplus value.
Upon the completion of each project, the public was invited to view it for a brief period of time,
in the style of an exhibition run; thereafter, it became an undifferentiated part of its surroundings.
Each brief concluded with the following statement: “We have joined together to execute
functional constructions and to alter or refurbish existing structures as a means of surviving in a
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capitalist economy.”200 The series is significant because it merges manual labor and art practice,
extending the concerns of minimal sculptors, conceptual artists, and the Art Workers Coalition,
yet merging them to an unprecedented degree. It also recasts the hierarchy of visibility
undergirding artistic labor, playing on the ambiguity of the word “work.” Here, manual labor is
elevated to the status of an art practice, but beyond an initial viewing, the name of the creator is
thoroughly removed from the product, which disappears into its surroundings.
At the same time that D’Arcangelo undertook the Functional Constructions alone and
with Nadin and Lawson, he continued to work as Buren’s assistant, and he was responsible for
executing one ballet per month between November 1977 and October 1978. (His Functional
Constructions collaborator Peter Nadin, was a repeat performer, as was his partner Cathy Weiner,
while Lawler again acted as photodocumentarian.) Several differences distinguished the second
iteration from the first: in the intervening three years, the landscape of the city had shifted, but so
had the intellectual climate in the New York art world. In 1975, New York City was nearly
bankrupt, and a New York Daily News deadline famously said of President Gerald Ford: “Ford to
City: Drop Dead,” narrating his rejection of the city’s federal loan guarantees. At this time,
business elites who disagreed with Ford’s vision for New York City refused to continue lending
to the municipal government, constructing a crisis that they leveraged politically to advance their
vision for financial deregulation and privatization.201 A portion of the West Side Highway lay in
ruin after having collapsed in 1973. The erstwhile industrial district of Lower Manhattan was in
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dire disrepair, populated by empty lots, mounds of rubble, and barricaded streets.202 For two days
in the summer of 1977, a city-wide blackout plunged the city into literal darkness, and
widespread looting and arson led to approximately 4000 arrests. That November, Edward Koch
was elected mayor of New York City after running on a neoliberal—that is to say, pro-business,
pro-privatization, pro-financial deregulation—platform. During his tenure, he cut social services
at the same time that he granted property tax cuts to luxury housing and corporations that
promised job creation. He also railed against “welfare kingpins,” graffiti writers, and working
class citizens in racially-coded rants. He believed that multinational corporations, the financial
sector, and real estate developers were the key to improving the city’s economy, and this vision
inaugurated a new era in New York City with wide-reaching effects for artists and the broader
public.203
At the same time, communities of artists, musicians and dancers living in Lower
Manhattan participated in the cultural and structural transformation of the area: in 1971, SoHo
was rezoned so that artists could legally live in repurposed industrial lofts, and in 1976 the
zoning was revised so that even more buildings could legally house residents in live/work
spaces.204 By the late 1970s, artists were moving south of Canal Street to Tribeca. Even so, the
area appeared largely deserted, even during the day.205 In 1978, Edward Koch was elected mayor
of New York City, and Citibank published an ad in the New York Times heralding the arrival of
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its 59-storey Citicorp Center on Lexington Avenue and 53rd Street: “Why is Citibank Staying in
New York? We grew up here… And together we’ll continue to grow.”206 This indexed a rising
tide of real estate speculation and urban development that would come to define the urban
landscape of New York City in the 1980s.
Photo and film documentation of Buren’s 1978 ballets capture a cityscape increasingly
marked by the presence of corporations: signs and billboards prominently advertise Burger King,
Coca Cola, Sbarro, and the Gap. The imposing facades of banks are nearly ubiquitous: Citibank,
Dollar Savings, Bankers Trust, Chemical Bank, Lincoln Savings Bank. Between 1977 and 1986,
as New York City was working towards financial recovery, the city’s corporate workforce and
the footprint of corporate office space ballooned.207 A “financial services boom” beginning in the
late 1970s nearly doubled the number of stockbrokers and dealers living and working in New
York City.208 In contrast to the fervent response to the ballets chronicled in 1975, passersby now
seem largely indifferent. Most don't even crane their heads to see the reverse of the performers’
signs, let alone engage them in conversation. On a few occasions, photographs capture the
performers being approached by police officers, but the encounters remain convivial. Buren,
present for Ballet #12, Brooklyn Bridge, tried to engage with passersby on camera yet was
largely rebuffed. Two men respond with confusion, while a third says of the signs, “I agree
100%.... I think we should have more of this. I think it’s the only way we can save New York
City.”209 His response registers as mockery, given that the signs are devoid of any clear message.

206

Citibank advertisement, “Why is Citibank Staying in New York City?,” New York Times,
June 1, 1978: A22.
207
New York City gained 300,000 new jobs, 186,000 of which were in the financial services
sector located around Midtown. David Gissen, Manhattan Atmospheres  : Architecture, the
Interior Environment, and Urban Crisis (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2014), 68.
208
The number of stockbrokers and dealers increased from 56,000 to 99,000. Gissen, 145.
209
Super-8 documentation of Ballet #12, audio-visual files, Buren studio archive.
89

The disconnect between Buren’s signs and their urban surround became even more apparent on
the occasion of Ballet #11, when the performers toting striped placards encountered an actual
picket line of LSR Electrical Company workers outside the construction site of the new Halloran
House hotel on Lexington & 49th Street.210 The workers’ sandwich boards, which stated that the
workers of Local Union 3 IBEW were on strike because they were not granted wages and
working conditions in keeping with their contract, contrast sharply with the what is emblazoned
on the construction façade behind them: a graphic of a stock market profit line, and the slogans
“The Twenties are roaring again at Biff’s Place” and “Who says good help is hard to find? Our
experienced multi-lingual staff is ready to serve you.” Photographs capture the ballet performers
chatting with the striking workers, who smile for the camera (fig. 1.15).211 Yet against the
backdrop of specific demands and unified struggle of the electrical workers on strike, the
performers’ striped picket signs come to seem abstract, if not trivial.
A disconnect between intention and reception is registered in an audio recording that
D’Arcangelo and Lawler made on the street during Ballet #17, Flower District. The two artists
query bystanders about what they see, adopting an earnest, faux-naive tone: “What do you think
those people are doing with those picket signs? What do you think those blue and white stripes
mean? Do they say anything to you?” The responses range from confusion to dismissal: “I don’t
know”; “They’re crazy”; “It’s a joke.” Others misapprehend the performance for a fashion shoot,
an ad campaign, or a pro-Israel demonstration. (If asked what they were doing, or what their
placards represented, the performers simply said “Just stripes.”) In response, D’Arcangelo tries
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to elicit deeper consideration from his interlocutors. To one, he says, “You think that’s an ad?
What could that be advertising?”; to another, who thought it might be a joke, he responded, “I
think it’s a pretty heavy joke. Those are picket signs.” D’Arcangelo’s interlocutor was
unimpressed: “What does that protest? Blue and white? It’s stupid.” The overwhelming response
registered by the recording is indifference. The most damning dismissal came from one observer,
who guessed that “it’s probably some artist, trying to pull one over the heads of all those
people.”212 Avant-gardism is registered as an elitist ruse. Here, D’Arcangelo and Lawler
experienced firsthand the gap between rhetoric and practice: on the streets of New York in 1978,
the stripes didn’t inspire contemplation of the institutional boundaries and cultural limits that
shape the experience of art, as Buren had hoped; rather, they were metabolized by the urban
landscape. In this context, architecture was neither blank nor purely formal, as Buren and
Asher’s installations a few years prior had figured it; rather, urban space is increasingly
overwritten by corporations and advertising. On street level, the stratifications that structure city
life—economic, social, racial, political—could not be held at bay as they had been in the
installations a few years prior at John Weber and the Clocktower. The participants’ excitement,
too, was flagging. Lawler recalls that the five dollars that the performers received for
participating was a major incentive to participate, and that some of the participants questioned
the concept of the piece.213
In order to bridge the gap between the ballets’ intention and reception, Lawler and
D’Arcangelo brainstormed ways to establish more concrete links between the piece and the
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contemporary political moment. “For a lot of people, it’s just something that’s happening that
doesn’t really make a lot of sense,” Lawler remarked to D’Arcangelo during Ballet #17.214 She
observed that there were several strikes ongoing in the city in the summer of 1978 (including
major strikes by New York City construction unions and the New York City Pressmen’s
Union).215 She proposed putting together a news bulletin to hand out the following month with
the headline “Still on strike,” establishing a kind of solidarity between the performers and the
striking workers. D’Arcangelo’s files for Ballet #10, which took place in January 1978, include a
flyer co-authored by two Ethiopian Marxist student groups: “Condemn Massive Intervention of
Soviets in Ethiopia!!!” it declared, calling for resistance to American and Soviet imperialism in
Ethiopia during a then-ongoing territorial conflict between Ethiopia and Somalia.216 Perhaps it
had been handed to him during one of the performances, or he himself had distributed copies. It
indexes a broader political engagement that coexisted with his execution of the ballets and was
central to his own practice.217 Both he and Lawler began to think carefully about audience: what
conditions shape the reception of a piece and how it is understood by a public? How can the
vagaries of interpretation be acknowledged within the structure of a work? These questions,
perhaps inspired by the response to Buren’s ballets, would be taken up in their own work.
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This was a period of intense activity for Buren, and at times his exhibition schedule
overtook the rate at which he produced new work, resulting in the restaging of older works with
slight adjustments, or in permutations of the same idea installed across several sites.218 The
extension of Seven Ballets in Manhattan into Ballets #8-19 represents a particularly pronounced
example, wherein the entire execution of the piece was consigned to his assistant while Buren
covered costs from afar.219 The extreme visibility cultivated by Buren, despite his rhetorical
claims of anonymity, found its equal opposite in D’Arcangelo’s nascent practice, which used the
strategies of self-erasure and public participation to undermine the mythos of individual
authorship. D’Arcangelo’s work developed in the context of his close ties to Buren, and his
observation of the apparent gap or contradiction between Buren’s radical position, staked out in
discourse, and his deep involvement and international success in the European and American art
world. D’Arcangelo sought to address these contradictions through a set of tactics drawn from
the sphere of direct political action: pamphlets, leaflets, and public demonstrations that often put
his body on the line.220 While his work retained some of the dogmatism and aspiration toward
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purity of Asher and Buren, D’Arcangelo’s addressed the social, economic, and political
workings of art institutions and the Euro-American art world in far more direct and explicit terms
than his older mentors. It was his proximity to this older generation, and his exposure to the New
York art world from a young age (through his father, the well-established painter Allan
D’Arcangelo) offered the grounds for his trenchant critiques of elitism and unequal
representation.221
Lawler’s nascent practice, too, had initial links to Buren’s work. Two of her earliest
productions, Volkswagen and Truck (both 1978, figs. 1.16-17), arose from her involvement in
Ballet #11 that same year. She repurposed images that she had initially taken as documentation
and turned them into standalone works, albeit adopting a form most often used for souvenirs: the
picture-postcard. On one side of each, a black-and-white image shows five figures approaching
and walking underneath the awning of the Museum of Modern Art on 53rd Street. On the reverse,
the titles, borrowed from the names of the vehicles in the foreground, are inscribed on the bottom
in an italicized serif. The credit “© LOUISE LAWLER, 1978” bisects the card vertically into space
for a message and an address. The images show the performers toting vertically striped placards
that rhyme with banners featuring the museum’s name alongside squares patterned with
horizontal, vertical, and diagonal stripes publicizing a retrospective of the work of Sol LeWitt.
The striped banners are reflected in the gridded façade of the International Style structure
designed by Philip L. Goodwin and Edward Durell Stone in 1939, abutted by the rounded
windows of the 1951 Phillip Johnson annex building mimed by Buren’s site-specific work at the
I think that Chris in many ways took a lot of those ideas to a more extreme position.” “Interview
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221
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museum in 1974. The image presents a mise en abyme of quintessentially modernist stripes and
grids in the form of architecture, banner, and placard. By juxtaposing their formal similarities, it
seems to underscore the residual modernism and latent formalism of LeWitt and Buren’s work,
and to capture a moment when the trajectories of first-generation conceptualism and institutional
critique had been thoroughly incorporated into the museum: Sol LeWitt was already becoming
historicized through a major retrospective just a dozen years after his first solo exhibition, while
Buren’s striped placards scarcely raised an eyebrow outside an institution that had by then
several times invited him to show there in an official capacity.222 LeWitt and Buren’s signature
lines and stripes here verge on publicity.
The titles Lawler chose—Volkswagen and Truck—function as cheeky red herrings that
recalibrate the ostensible subject matter of the images. They foreground the quotidian vehicles in
the foreground instead of the performance taking place in the background. Like the ballets, the
postcards have a tiered address that would land differently depending on their audience: some
might parse the visual clues to determine the location or event captured in the image; others
might simply see a city street and the vehicle named in the title. This interest in audience and
how cultural codes register differently depending on audience would become a signal concern of
her subsequent work. So too would a fascination with authorship, and the possibilities of
attenuating, stretching, obscuring, or manipulating the role of the individual author. This is here
indexed by her encapsulation of multiple kinds of work—LeWitt’s MoMA show and the
institutional labor it encompassed, Buren’s Ballet, D’Arcangelo’s work behind the scenes to
bring it into realization, the performers paid participation, and her own work as
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photodocumentarian, perhaps even the mail truck and the snow plowed away by street
cleaners—into a mise en abyme of credited and unattributed efforts.
At this moment, Lawler and D’Arcangelo began to forge a body of work, together and
separately, that translated the concerns of first-generation institutional critique—that is, art’s
imbrication with its political, social, and economic surrounds—into a new vocabulary. While
Asher and Buren’s conceptualization of the institution’s inside and outside stopped short of
analyzing their own positions within the apparatus of art, particularly how subjectivity and desire
shape viewership, these became central concerns for Lawler and D’Arcangelo. Their interest
became the relationship between institutions and audiences or publics. In contrast to their older
interlocutors, Lawler and D’Arcangelo introduced a high degree of specificity in their
engagement of the political, economic, and social conditions of the exhibition spaces, including
the specificities introduced by the unquantifiable variable of audience, which they understood
not as an abstract group but as a highly specific and irreducible group of individuals.
During this period, Haacke, too, plumbed the potential for artworks’ ability to initiate an
inquiry into the politics of their context; this foreshadowed Lawler and D’Arcangelo’s lines of
inquiry. Haacke has been grouped with Asher, Buren, and Broodthaers as a key protagonist of
institutional critique; however, his work differs from Asher’s and Buren’s for its explicit address
of exhibition spaces as social, political, and economic systems that are continuous with the space
outside of them. Between 1969 and 1973, Haacke set up polls that asked exhibition visitors a
combination of demographic and opinion questions. In his Gallery-Goers’ Birthplace and
Residence Profile, Part 1 (1969), the artist invited visitors to the Howard Wise Gallery to mark
their birthplace with a red pin and their current place of residence with a blue pin on large wallhanging maps. For John Weber Gallery Visitors’ Profile 1 (1972), Haacke posed 20 questions
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ranging from “Do you have a professional interest in art?” to “Are for-profit businesses usually
compatible with the common good?” to “Would you bus your child to integrate schools?” The
results were tabulated, cross-referenced, and presented on the walls for public viewing over the
course of the exhibition. These polls are significant because they established a concrete
connection between the physical outside of the exhibition space—an urban geography
undeniably structured and underwritten by the vectors class, race, and gender, indexed by real
estate and political leaning—and the exhibition space’s inside, which at that time was still too
often framed as a space of contemplation that existed at a remove from these forces. Haacke’s
proposal to include a gallery-goers’ poll in his 1971 solo exhibition at the Guggenheim was
rejected by the museum’s director, as was his piece Shapolsky et al. Manhattan Real Estate
Holdings, a Real-Time Social System, as of May 1, 1971 (1971), which mapped the Harlem and
Lower East Side real estate holdings of a New York slumlord using information drawn from
public records. Haacke’s refusal to self-censor the works led to the cancellation of the exhibition.
With Haacke’s polls and real estate works, the exhibition space and the gallery-goer were
explicitly and undeniably sited in history and geography. The experience of viewing the work
entailed an awareness of one’s position in relation to all previous visitors—temporally,
demographically, and sociopolitically. This laid important groundwork for a younger generation
of artists, including Lawler and D’Arcangelo, whose work amplified these concerns.
While Asher and Buren maintained a strong claim on individual authorship—Asher
through his sweeping spatial interventions, and Buren through his stripes, which definitively
marked his territory even in close proximity to other work—Lawler and D’Arcangelo, together
with their peers, deliberately undermined the mythos of the individual author by overlaying or
obscuring their individual contributions to group exhibitions between 1978-79. Lawler and
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D’Arcangelo seem comparatively unconcerned by purity and clarity in authorial gestures, instead
intentionally dwelling in collaborative indistinction and obfuscation that amounts to a critique of
what Michel Foucault in 1977 termed “the author function.”223 Undoing the stability of
individual authorship by manipulating conventions of space allocation and attribution is a signal
contribution of their early work.

What’s in a name?
“What does it mean to be invited?.... What does it mean to be uninvited?”224 In June 1978,
shortly after completing the Functional Construction One Day’s Work at Rosa Esman Gallery in
New York, D’Arcangelo was invited to participate in a group exhibition at the West 57th Street
Gallery. His response yielded an outcome that neither artist nor dealer could have anticipated,
and foreshadowed his subsequent inquiries into the politics of space in group exhibitions. The
proposition was outlined in a letter from Esman that explained that the exhibition would feature
the work of four to six other artists. “This work will pretty much fill the space of the main
gallery,” she wrote.225 She suggested that D’Arcangelo show his work in the smaller room or a
long hallway, admitting, “the show is a bit fuller than I thought it was going to be but I hope this
fact will not deter you.”226 The invitation implicitly acknowledges the politics of inclusion and
exclusion structuring the allotment of space in group exhibitions. This would become the central
focus of the work D’Arcangelo’s proposed, which responded to Esman’s modest spatial offering
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by testing the limits of such territorial divisions.
In his proposal for a work titled The Open Store, D’Arcangelo suggested turning the Rosa
Esman Gallery into an “open marketplace.” The idea was premised on his observation that the
gallery was, in effect, already a store embedded within a larger market. “The products displayed
and sold here are in most cases selected by a single person, on the basis of her understanding of
the relationship of her store, to the other stores, manufacturers, buyers, sellers, middlemen, and
institutions that make up the art market,” he observed in his proposal. It emphasizes the gallery’s
imbrication with a broader network of producers, distributors, and consumers. Taking aim at the
“closed market” of a gallery program arbitrated by a single individual, D’Arcangelo offered an
alternative: he would use his invitation to, in turn, invite members of the public to place objects
of their choice in any unused space in the gallery. These “products,” as he called them, would be
offered up for sale according to terms agreed between the seller and Esman, the dealer. Crucial to
his proposal was the relationship to the space of the gallery and the other artists’ contributions:
“The display space I will use is all of the space not used by the works of the four artists invited to
exhibit in the same Invitational,” D’Arcangelo wrote.227 The gesture amounted to sabotage of the
conventional spatial decorum of group exhibitions, whereby only those who have been invited
may participate. Though they might jockey for space, etiquette usually dictates that they do not
directly interfere with one another’s work.
D’Arcangelo did not intend for his work to be an affront to the other artists in the
exhibition—he wanted them to be informed of it and agree in advance. However, the first artist
to read the proposal, Tom Clancy, threatened to withdraw from the exhibition if D’Arcangelo’s
idea was executed. This led Esman to rescind her invitation to D’Arcangelo that same day. The
227
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other artists were never informed of his proposal. In a text titled “Look Out for What You Look
At,” written in response to these events, D’Arcangelo detailed his invitation and subsequent
exclusion. He posed several polemical questions:
What does it mean to be invited?
Why were [the other artists] never informed of my work, or its exclusion from
this exhibition?
What does it mean to be uninvited?
Would you like to buy an apple?” 228
The latter question referenced an unauthorized action that he subsequently performed at the
exhibition’s opening reception. D’Arcangelo stationed himself inside the gallery with a box of
apples available for purchase. Each apple was wrapped in tissue paper stamped with an anarchist
statement that recurs throughout D’Arcangelo’s work; Xeroxed copies of “Look Out for What
You Look At,” the text that detailed his exclusion from the exhibition, were also on offer.229
Lawler was enlisted to document the gesture, and her photos show D’Arcangelo standing in the
gallery wearing a change belt presiding over a dozen or so apples neatly arrayed on a cardboard
box labeled U.S. Extra Fancy Red Delicious Apples (fig. 1.18).230 Large, abstract canvases hang
in the background. Not much time passed before D’Arcangelo was asked to leave the gallery,
though he continued the action in the hall for the duration of the vernissage.231 Lawler recalled
that D’Arcangelo managed to distribute quite a few leaflets, and that at least one person
expressed interest in his gesture, but the general reaction after it was understood that he was
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there without permission was a polite, pointed disregard of his presence.232
D’Arcangelo’s proposal and what transpired are significant for the attention they draw to
the social codes and prohibitions that govern cultural institutions, which remain implicit until
breached. By claiming all “unused” space for his own work, D’Arcangelo drew attention to and
challenged the territorialism concomitant with group exhibitions (particularly of conceptual and
site-specific work, as the incidents a few years prior with Asher and Buren’s work illustrates).
He also undercut the convention that dictates that an invitation corresponds to a given individual;
he consigned his spot to a broader public whose contributions were indeterminate and outside of
Esman’s control. What’s more, by insisting that the sale of all objects be mediated by the gallery,
he transformed the dealer’s job into a bureaucratic charade—a theater of minute transactions.
Together, his proposal and subsequent gesture pressed upon, and attempted to remake, the
economic, spatial, and authorial conventions of a group exhibition.
D’Arcangelo further developed this line of thinking in the fall of 1978 when he, together
with Lawler, Piper, and Sherman, were invited by curator Janelle Reiring to participate in the
group exhibition at Artists Space described at the outset of this chapter.233 Reiring, then working
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at Leo Castelli Gallery, chose the four artists because their work addressed, in her words, “how
art is presented, and, in turn, how it is seen.”234 She explained that each artist “in his or her way,
underscores or circumvents the system that has developed to exhibit, market, and interpret the
artist’s work.”235 For the exhibition, Lawler and D’Arcangelo both developed site-specific
projects that addressed the context in which they appeared: a non-profit gallery and early
“alternative space” funded by the National Endowment for the Arts. Artists Space was founded
in 1972 with the intention of creating a space for experimentation within a system that was, to
quote co-founder Trudie Grace, “locked up and controlled by critics, curators, and dealers.”236
Like its neighbors 112 Greene Street and The Kitchen, Artists Space was part of a move toward
alternative and artist-run spaces in the early 1970s that was motivated by several parallel
impulses: to create a platform for underrepresented artists to show their work; to bypass the
critics, curators, and dealers who functioned as tastemakers and gatekeepers to the market and
institutionally-sanctioned art world; and to initiate a broad-based change in the social and
political orientation of the art world, allied with contemporaneous progressive social
movements.237 “Alternative spaces exist because artists do not wish to participate (or are not
allowed to participate) in the traditional decision-making structures of the art world,” critic Kay
Larson wrote in ARTnews in October 1977.238 By the mid-to-late-70s, a younger generation of
artists’ organizations emerged in response to a perceived stagnation amongst the first wave of
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alternative spaces founded in the early 1970s. These included Franklin Furnace, Printed Matter,
and Colab (short for Collaborative Projects).239 The artist Thomas Lawson, who first showed at
Artists Space in 1977, recalls that “there was a sense that the SoHo aristocracy, the generation
who had begun their careers in the late sixties, had a pretty firm grip on things, and was not
likely to give generous access to younger artists with different ideas.”240 Unlike their
predecessors, these artist-run organizations were often not localized in brick-and-mortar
structures; they shifted the focus to media and performance art, championing greater diversity,
and the dissemination and archiving of printed materials.
Though it emerged at the same time as the first generation of alternative spaces, Artists
Space shifted its orientation in the mid-1970s under the directorship of Helene Winer, who held
the position from 1975 to 1980. As a director Winer was less sympathetic to the collectivist spirit
with which Artists Space had been founded. In her words, she was “getting tired of the fake
committee routine”—the nonhierarchical curatorial committee model that had been developed
prior to her appointment as director, and which did not match Winer’s vision for the alternative
space.241 Winer was more inclined to develop a program based on her own taste and vision, and
she began inviting guest curators, beginning with Crimp, who curated Pictures in 1977. In her
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previous position as director of the Pomona College Museum of Art, Winer had championed
West Coast conceptual artists such as Bas Jan Ader, Jack Goldstein, William Wegman, Allen
Ruppersberg, and John Baldessari; the latter, in particular, was understood as a progenitor of the
Pictures set due to his influential teaching at CalArts. After assuming her role as director of
Artists Space in 1975, Winer made Artists Space a hub of activity for a loose-knit group of
young artists, many of whom had studied at CalArts (including Jack Goldstein, David Salle, Matt
Mullican, James Welling, Troy Brauntuch and Paul McMahon) or been involved with the artistrun space Hallwalls while students at SUNY Buffalo (Robert Longo, Cindy Sherman, and
Charles Clough).242 Winer was willing to “‘go out on a limb’” to foster truly experimental
practices, one critic observed. During her tenure, Artists Space supported “forms of art too
controversial and incomprehensible for commercial galleries or museums to show.”243 This
commitment to young artists and untested ideas was not merely incidental: the space was
mandated to serve emerging and unrepresented artists. A 1978-79 brochure released by the
organization states:
Artists Space gallery is devoted exclusively to the exhibition of serious new art
that is not given adequate exposure in galleries and museums, and by virtue of its
unfamiliarity, transitory form, unconventional media or controversial content, is
not readily accommodated by these traditional outlets. The gallery addresses itself
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to new ideas and emerging trends in art through group exhibitions, individual
shows, installations, artists’ performance and artists’ films. It offers both
exhibition opportunities that are otherwise unavailable and attempts to render art
accessible and comprehensible to an involved or interested audience.244
Artists Space also aimed to generate a broader audience for the emerging artists it featured. At
the time, few galleries in New York showed contemporary art, and almost none represented
young artists.245 In an effort to counterbalance this orthodoxy, Artists Space maintained an
“unaffiliated artists file,” hosted slideshows of emerging artists’ work for dealers, critics, and
curators, and compiled lists of artists’ names and numbers for distribution. Tellingly, a pamphlet
for a 1978 silent auction (which D’Arcangelo used as source material for his piece at Artists
Space), expressed the hope that the fundraiser “will encourage collectors to become involved
with the art as it is emerging and to support artists whose work is not ordinarily accessible to the
art audience. It is both an excellent opportunity to see interesting new work that cannot be seen
in commercial galleries and an unusual chance for collectors to purchase serious new art at
moderate prices.”246 From the institution’s point of view, exposure at Artists Space would ideally
lead to commercial representation and the development of a market for the artists’ work. In this
sense its function as an “alternative space” was as an incubator for the gallery and museum
system rather than a permanent alternative to it. Yet in practice, there was a widespread sense
amongst the artists that showed there that Artists Space’s primary audience was a community of
peers, which made it an ideal space for experimentation: “[I]t was the perfect place to try out
ideas for a small audience made up of mostly sympathetic colleagues who were usually willing
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to be supportive but tough,” Lawson remembers, while Longo recalls that “it was the place
where artists who didn’t have a gallery or money could find a beginning.”247
The role of Artists Space in relation to the broader cultural and economic landscape of
the New York art world and the city itself became a central focus of the exhibition
______________, Louise Lawler, Adrian Piper & Cindy Sherman Have Agreed to Participate in
an Exhibition Organized by Janelle Reiring at Artists Space, September 23 through October 28,
1978. The exhibition’s deadpan descriptor underscored Reiring’s hands-off curatorial approach,
which may have been a response to the aforementioned antipathy toward “curatorial control” (as
D’Arcangelo put it in his piece for LAICA journal) felt by many artists at the time.248 In an
introductory text in the catalogue, Reiring acknowledges that the artists in the show “maintain a
control over [their] work that…has traditionally been relinquished to the go-between—dealer,
curator, critic, etc.” She goes on to say that “the premise of the exhibition somewhat limits [her]
role as mediator between artist and viewer.” Choosing the artists and setting up a context for
their work, Reiring writes, “involves a form of control over the work, how it is presented, and
seen, in addition to the control exerted by the physical, economic and organizational aspects of
Artists Space.”249 In this text, Reiring uses language pioneered by the institution-critical work
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inaugurated by Buren, Asher, and Haacke to articulate her position as curator. This indexes a
metabolization of their critiques, by the late 1970s, into the modes of art’s production and
display in progressive contexts. (For example, it’s difficult to imagine, Reiring writing such a
press release for an exhibition at Leo Castelli Gallery.)
In response to Reiring’s invitation, D’Arcangelo and Lawler initially floated a proposal
that would have retooled the conventions of attribution and space allocation in a group
exhibition: they wanted to show a work by just one of the participating artists, yet present it as a
group show; each artist would claim that the work was theirs. This construct would have put into
practice some of the challenges to individual authorship that D’Arcangelo and Lawler had been
fomenting while working as an artist assistant and gallery assistant, respectively—two
comparably marginal roles in which they were not credited as creative producers for labor they
performed. However, their plan did not come into fruition. Sherman agreed to the two artists’
proposal only on the condition that the work on view would be hers, and Lawler and

will be a group show of artists concerned with how they present work; artists whose work
reflects an awareness of the social, economic and political aspects of the art world and their
attempts to develop strategies to deal with it. For the most part, their art activity takes place
outside the conventional exhibition parameters of galleries and museums. And I realize that once
such artists are asked to participate in the conventional context of a group exhibition at Artists
space there is a danger that this context will become the controlling factor in any individual
artist’s presentation. Therefore I am including artists who are interested in dealing with and using
this exhibition context in their presentation and do not want simply to exhibit either written or
photographic documentation of work they have performed or executed elsewhere. One of the
aspects of the exhibition which I find particularly interesting is that I, as organizer, am not able
to predict what any of the artists will do, nor am I able to preselect the work that will be shown.
And although the artists involved will share a concern with how they present work, their histories
indicate that the work they present will be diverse.” Janelle Reiring, Letter of invitation to
Christopher D’Arcangelo, June 19,1978, Series I, Box 1, Folder 4, Christopher D’Arcangelo
Papers. Lawler recalls, “There was something flat footed and open handed about the whole
show.... [Reiring] wasn't curating it in the normal sense of the word.” Lawler, 5000 Artists
Return, 100.
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D’Arcangelo weren’t able to reach Adrian Piper to solicit her opinion.250 The artists ended up
contributing work individually: Sherman, who then worked part-time at Artists Space, debuted a
selection of her Untitled Film Stills, black-and-white photographs that captured the artist in
various guises and locales evocative of classic Hollywood films; she also, for a time, showed up
for work at Artists Space clad in 1950s get-ups that dramatized her role as female support
staff.251 Piper contributed Aspects of the Liberal Dilemma (1978), an image-and-audio piece that
juxtaposed a photograph of black South Africans with a monologue by the artist that anticipated
and questioned the viewer’s response to the politically-charged image in the liberal,
predominantly white context of Artists Space.252 Lawler and D’Arcangelo made site-specific
individual pieces that troubled the conventions of authorship—namely, the correspondence of
artworks and space to individual producers—by other means. Lawler and Sherman’s
contributions made a big impression on Holzer, who recalls seeing Lawler’s piece as “a very
peculiar and great piece,’ and it made me very curious about her work and her.” She also
strongly recalls Sherman in costume at the typewriter: “I was transfixed by her and because of
that, of course, afraid of her…. She looked so good and so strong due in part to the typewriter,
which looked that good and that hopeful. I had the feeling she dressed for the part and did it so
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252
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Aruna D’Souza, “The Nigger Drawings, Artists Space, 1979,” in Whitewalling: Art, Race &
Protest in 3 Acts (New York: Badlands Unlimited, 2018), 65–104.
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well, with grace and a sense of humor, that her looks were encouraging, too. I have yet to see a
women dress so appropriately, for any part.”253 The three artists would go on to exhibit together
extensively beginning in the early 1980s, though at this moment their work was still in its
nascency.
D’Arcangelo’s contribution to the Artists Space exhibition comprised two parts—one that
mostly circulated outside the exhibition space and another that was located definitively within it:
first, a polemical statement, authored by the artist, affixed to the walls of the gallery, and second,
the removal of his name from all printed matter related to the exhibition. The latter gesture,
however, did not erase all traces of D’Arcangelo’s presence: he substituted his name for a blank
space approximately the same length as his name, which functioned as a placeholder on the
invitation, press release, and exhibition catalogue, appearing alongside the names of the other
artists.254 Thus, it wasn’t so much a self-effacement as a modification of the terms of his
appearance. Similarly, the statement “Four Texts, for Artists Space” interrogated the social,
economic, and political conditions of the institution in which it appeared. Two copies were
adhered directly to the walls—one in the front room, the site of Lawler’s work, and one in the
back room, where Sherman and Piper’s work was installed. He intended for all other copies of
the text to be destroyed, so that the only way to see the work would be to be in the space itself
during the run of the exhibition.255
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D’Arcangelo Papers.
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The broad aim of D’Arcangelo’s text was to reflect on and reveal the social, economic,
and political relations within which Artists Space was embedded. Like Buren and Asher, he used
the vocabulary of Marxist ideology critique to articulate the gap between surface appearances
and underlying structural conditions. He sought to expose conditions that might escape detection
by a casual or uninformed viewer. The text’s first section, “Artists Space: Where are you and
What’s in a name?,” reflects on how design and name help define the function of a space and
communicate its use to a public. D’Arcangelo singles out Artists Space and Citibank (which had
a branch located opposite the non-profit space) as two sites defined by specific functions: the
name Citibank frankly announces its function as a bank owned by Citicorp, whereas the flatfooted name Artists Space seems to imply that the space belongs to artists in an unqualified
manner. “But Artists Space is not directly owned by artists. It is supported by federal and state
tax dollars and some private money,” D’Arcangelo points out.256 His comparison links Artists
Space with the financial institution located across the street as two structures embedded within
larger systems of relations.
In “Design, Name, Propaganda,” the second section of his text, D’Arcangelo wagers that,
beyond design and name, what he calls “propaganda” is also used to dictate the function of a
space. His focus is a brochure released by Artists Space in 1978-79 to publicize a group
exhibition and silent auction. Citing the language in the pamphlet, D’Arcangelo asserts that
Artists Space presents itself as independent from “the existing system, i.e. galleries and
museums.” He counters that in terms of its financial structure, the not-for-profit is in fact not so
different from these mainstream institutions—both are supported by tax dollars and private
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Christopher D’Arcangelo, “Four Texts, For Artists Space,” Series I, Box 1, Folder 4,
Christopher D’Arcangelo Papers.
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money. 257 He invokes Artists Space’s claim that it shows work not “supported (‘adequately
exposed’) by galleries and museums,” and deems the statement ideological: it gives a false view
of the system and thus “fulfills one of its functions in the system,” he concludes. D’Arcangelo’s
critique adopts a revolutionary air reminiscent of a political pamphlet: “The government invests
our money to maintain itself and, at the same time, to maintain the full social, cultural, and
economic system (capitalism),” he writes, continuing as follows:
This is the very system that Artists Space implies does not support the art and
artists it shows. Once it is understood that Artists Space and the support of
galleries and museums are one and the same, that the systems are one system, a
discourse for change may be opened that will lead to tangible results, i.e.
unqualified space and/or revolution.
D’Arcangelo claims that Artists Space propagates a false ideology about its role in relation to the
larger system. Revealing its connections to that to which it claims to offer an alternative, he
reckons, is the first step in changing such a system. (D’Arcangelo’s position, unlike Lawler’s,
still figures critique as “unveiling,” though his work also points to the limits of such an
approach.) He ends the section with an injunction to “Read the brochure, look around.” While at
certain moments the insurrectionist tone of D’Arcangelo’s polemic isn’t entirely convincing (to
his credit, the artist was 23 years old when he penned it), it articulates an important insight that
was new in its time: alternative spaces such as Artists Space are continuous with the established
art world of commercial galleries and in fact used to sustain it. What’s more, artists and artist-run
spaces are instrumentalized by corporate and real estate interests as the “‘shock-troops’ of

257

D’Arcangelo seems to reference an Artists Space brochure from 1978-79 stated that “Artists
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gentrification.”258 While D’Arcangelo’s call for “unqualified space and/or revolution” has a
utopian quality, identification of the systemic forces at play was a significant contribution to the
discourse on alternative spaces in the late 1970s.
In two brief concluding sections of the text, D’Arcangelo offers a kind of meta-analysis
of his work in the show. The title “Propaganda/Context, Context/Propaganda: About this work”
recalls the inversions favored by Buren (his exhibition in Eindhoven in 1976 was titled
Discordance / Coherence, for example.) It takes the form of a logic problem: “This work may or
may not be a work of art. This work is the removal of propaganda about this work. This work is
propaganda, i.e. the frame of this work is the frame of the propaganda about this work. This
work is propaganda in its context, Artists Space.” His phrasing is also reminiscent of the analytic
propositions of first-generation conceptual artists Joseph Kosuth and Ian Wilson (the latter was a
close friend of D’Arcangelo’s). D’Arcangelo also details the technique that he intended to use to
install the piece: a photosensitive emulsion that would have mounted the text directly on the wall.
This was the same process that was used to make the printing plate for the exhibition
announcement. Had it been successful, this mode of display deliberately rendered the physically
boundary between the texts and the exhibition space indistinct, implying that the work was
inextricable from its support—an insight elaborated within the text itself. His intended “exposure”
process would have offered a material anchor of the aim of his text, to “expose” the ideology of
the space as well as his own process of production. However, due to technical difficulties,
D’Arcangelo ultimately mounted the text on the wall through other means. 259 The final section
of the text, “Being in a Public Space,” invited the audience to “add or subtract from this work,” a
258
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“Interview with Louise Lawler,” Christopher D’Arcangelo Papers. (The text claims that the
typeset and the negative were destroyed at the time the work was exposed, though paper copies
remain in archives.)
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proposition that mirrored his invitation for the public to hang pages from LAICA journal at the
Los Angeles institution the previous year.
Like D’Arcangelo’s text piece, Lawler’s installation at Artists Space considered its
broader context, as well as its public, albeit in a more oblique fashion. As described earlier, her
contribution comprised a portrait of a racehorse borrowed from the Aqueduct Racetrack mounted
beneath two bright theater spotlights trained on the viewer and the Citibank across the street,
illuminating the exhibition space until midnight, even after it was closed to the public.260 The
sparse yet spatially all-encompassing quality of Lawler and D’Arcangelo’s pieces had the effect
of effacing the distinction between the two: both took their context as content, and each became
part of the other’s context. Though the artists’ initial idea for undermining individual authorship
within the show didn’t come into fruition, they succeeded in creating a situation that rendered
their respective contributions continuous. A line in his text—“So, where are you? You are in a
space designed to make any object in the space more visible”—is amplified by Lawler’s use of
high-wattage theater lights in her work.261 Lawler recalls that the recurrence of D’Arcangelo’s
statement in both rooms of the exhibition space left viewers unsure whether it was a part of her
work; others thought it was a collaboration. The room where her work took place was read as
“hers,” and D’Arcangelo’s text was seen as an insertion into “her” space—revealing precisely
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Jenny Holzer recounts that the painting was an 1883 oil-on-canvas work by Henry Stulman
and the lights were two VNSP par 64 1,000-watt lights. Joan Simon and Jenny Holzer,
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the kind of assumptions about attribution and the allocation of space that they hoped to test.262
Lawler recalls she and D’Arcangelo laughing about the Village Voice review that claimed they
were all freely borrowing ideas from one another and other artists: “Well at least, you're Hans
Haacke and I must be Joseph Kosuth,” he said to her.263 Taken together, Lawler and
D’Arcangelo’s work exhibits a lack of concern for staking out individual territory that contrasts
sharply with minimalism, conceptual art, and early institutional critique. On the contrary, they
deliberately adopt this strategy to undo the orthodoxies of individual authorship that were the
battleground of an earlier generation of artists.
The idea for Lawler’s work arose from her observation that both the Aqueduct Racetrack
and Artists Space were “small, insular communit[ies] of interest,” each accompanied by its own
visual culture and set of codes.264 “I wanted to show that no matter what you did at Artists Space,
you were still showing to its own community of viewers,” she recounted.265 The Aqueduct was
home to a collection of racehorse portraits largely for an insider community of owners and
aficionados, and under the direction of Winer, Artists Space had become the crucible for a clique
of young artists. The latter was located on the second-floor location of Artists Space in the still
largely industrial and manufacturing neighborhood of Tribeca, so like New York Racing
Association, few visitors would arrive there by chance or without a minimum of insider
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knowledge of the scene.266 The spotlights drew yet another institution into this web: the Citibank
across the street. They became visible only after dark, in the absence of natural light. Silhouettes
of the windows of Artists Space, and any bodies in the space, were projected in real time onto the
Citibank across the street. This connected the two institutions and drew attention to what was
going on above street level.267 After the gallery closed for the day, the lights would continue to
proclaim its presence, yet dramatized its inaccessibility to the public. “I wouldn’t have done such
a work if Artists Space hadn’t been where it was and what it was,” Lawler observed. “I stepped
back, and I provided a picture,” she went on, describing a spatial situation, taken as a whole, as
“a picture” (in contrast with the photo- and film-based work that populated Crimp’s exhibition
the previous year, whose designation as pictures derived from their content and the use of
photographic strategies such as cropping and framing).268
A central concern of both Lawler’s and D’Arcangelo’s contributions to the exhibition is
the divide between inclusion and exclusion (of artists, members of the art world, and the general
public) occasioned by the context of the alternative space. Both artists’ works directly addressed
their audience: D’Arcangelo’s statement through his use of the pronoun “you” and his
exhortation for viewers to add or subtract from the work, and Lawler’s through the blinding
lights trained into the eyes of viewers, which also projected their bodies onto the opposing
building’s street-level façade after dark. What’s more, both D’Arcangelo’s text and Lawler’s
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light installation were, by design, only visible or legible to those who found themselves at 105
Hudson Street during the run of the show. As such, they dramatized the limited reach of the
exhibition space and the rather specific community to which it catered at the time, namely a
cadre of their peers. Unlike Buren and Asher, the two younger artists were also concerned with
the extent to which their ideas and intentions were legible to an audience.269 This isn’t to say that
they created work that aimed for total clarity and transparency, but rather, that they implicitly
acknowledged, within the structure of their work, the limits of its ability to communicate
widely—D’Arcangelo through a text only on view in the space, and Lawler by importing a niche
object from another context.
Important, too, for Lawler, is the way that the social aspect of art production is erased
from “official” histories and accounts. In her recounting of the Artists Space piece, social context
becomes paramount: she describes the process of procuring the painting (“They were very
hesitant to loan me one until I found one guy who really got into it. He actually called me from
some board meeting…”); its installation (“My piece was a projection, and I wanted to try it out at
night. I was laying here in my clothes, for Chris to call, that I could go over and do my part,
because he and Cathy had to [apply the text] on the wall in the dark. And they never…. it never
worked”); and the vagaries of its execution (“[M]y timer broke and I had to go in every night to
turn the lights off. One weekend there was a break-in. I can't remember what the situation was,
but there was an insurance problem involving the painting. The painting had been taken off the
wall, someone had stolen a jacket and urinated in the corner.”)270 These details underscore the

269
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fact that for Lawler, the process of artistic production is intrinsically a process of negotiation and
collaboration with others. Its acknowledgment of the social nature of artistic production, the
work takes on an ethical dimension that joins with D’Arcangelo’s concern for the forms of
compensation and attribution that characterize art production.
But perhaps the most significant question posed by Lawler and D’Arcangelo’s work at
Artists Space relates to the status of an “alternative” space by the late 1970s. What kind of
alternative did they offer, and to what extent was it possible to find space outside an established
system? By implicating realms “outside” the exhibition space proper into their work—the
Citibank across the street and the New York Racing Association—the two artists evaluated the
notion of an “alternative” space in specific, rather than abstract, terms. In what senses was Artists
Space an “alternative” to institutions such as Citibank and the New York Racing Association,
and in what ways was it unexpectedly connected to them? Both artists establish unmistakable
linkages, discursive (D’Arcangelo) and physical (Lawler), between the economic structure of an
alternative space mandated to serve emerging artists and the far-reaching presence of the
multinational financial institution located across the street.271 (Graham, in “Signs,” which
evaluates recent art practices in relation to corporate branding, writes that “the street is the public
interface between individual and corporate commercialism, and the people.”)272 At the time,
Citibank was making headlines for its aggressive pursuit of the consumer banking market and
personal credit cards, as well as its pioneering of automated teller machines at its branches in
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Manhattan in 1978.273 Its 24-hour machines were heralded with the slogan “The Citi Never
Sleeps,” a claim playfully engaged by Lawler’s lights, which declared Artists Space’s presence
until midnight. Contemporaneously, Citibank launched a public relations campaign presenting
itself as a vital member of the community and a good “corporate citizen.” The booklets Toward
the New New York (1978) and Citibank in its Communities (1980) detailed the bank’s funding of
home mortgages as well as its community involvement through the funding of cultural and
educational initiatives.274 The corporation’s attempt to cast itself in a positive light coincided
with public scrutiny over its investments in apartheid South Africa and an investigation by the
Securities and Exchange Commission for possibly violating foreign exchange and tax laws in
Europe.275 In 1979, it introduced Citibank Art Advisory, which counseled its clients on how to
develop investment portfolios of contemporary art. Thus, at the moment Lawler and
D’Arcangelo made their work, Citibank was a potent symbol that encompassed opposing forces:
a corporate heavyweight with a track record of unethical practices pursuing philanthropic ends
273
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through cultural and educational initiatives. This, as well as its proximity to Artists Space, made
it the perfect reference point for their investigation of the politics of the non-profit alternative
space that hosted their work, and the idea of an “alternative” at that moment in history.

Cumulative and collective
Lawler and D’Arcangelo’s investigation of the boundaries between individual works of
art, and between artwork and context, were continued in two group exhibitions that took place in
the six months that followed: The Work Shown in this Space is a Response to the Existing
Conditions and/or the Work Already Shown in This Space (Peter Nadin, 84 West Broadway,
November 1978-May 1979) and Individual and Collaborative Works by Nine Artists (616 South
Broadway, Los Angeles, June-July 1979). D’Arcangelo was a prime mover in both projects,
which took place at self-organized, artist-led exhibition spaces in former industrial or
commercial buildings. The exhibitions are significant because they index an emergent sensibility
that centered on a critique of authorship and territorialism, which would take root as a strategy of
visual and textual appropriation in the years that followed.
Twelve days after the exhibition at Artists Space closed, D’Arcangelo, Nadin, and Nick
Lawson debuted what would be the last installment of their series of Functional Constructions: a
renovation of Nadin’s loft titled 30 Days Work. At the same time that D’Arcangelo’s text piece
was mounted at Artists Space, just six blocks north, the three friends worked together to
transform Nadin’s loft into a space subdivided into a gallery, an office, and living quarters. As
with all works in the series, the vital statistics of the piece were listed on the invitation:
30 days work:
1,450 sq. ft.
Function by Peter Nadin
Design by Function
Execution by Peter Nadin, Christopher D’Arcangelo, and Nick Lawson
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Materials: Compound, Drywall, Wood, Nails, Paint.
We have joined together to execute functional constructions and to alter or refurbish
existing structures as a means of surviving in a capitalist economy.
The invitation featured four blank sections underneath the description of 30 Days Work, as if
awaiting content (fig. 1.19). This reflected the premise of the show: it began as a seemingly
empty room with white walls (which was, in fact, the piece 30 Days Work).276 Then, after a
period of time, another artist would execute a piece in the space, effectively overlaying their
work onto what was already there. Then another would follow, and another—the exhibition was
intended to continue indefinitely in this fashion. Each contribution was exhibited for about a
month before it was opened up to another artist’s intervention. The series took the structure of a
palimpsest: at any given point, the accumulation of previous contributions was exhibited
alongside the most recent one. It was a structure that deliberately effaced the spatial and
conceptual bounds between the respective artists’ contributions. The contents of the exhibition
gradually filled up the once-blank spaces on the invitation. “Rather than the show ending,” Nadin
recalls, there would be “a series of overlays”—on the level of installation and experience. Nadin
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The concept of the exhibition arose from an idea that D’Arcangelo had been developing for
some time: he wanted to find an artist, ideally a painter, who would agree to let him spray-paint
over an exhibition of his or her work. D’Arcangelo would then present the overlay of the two—
the preexisting exhibition and his sprayed-on addition—as an exhibition by him. He had
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cites Asher as someone whose work foreshadowed and informed his and D’Arcangelo’s
investigations.277
The first artist to contribute a work was Daniel Buren: he adhered black-and-white stripes
to the perimeter of the gallery, on the seam where the floor met the wall and the wall joined the
ceiling. In early February, the New York-based painter Sean Scully added a site-specific
monochrome striped painting that covered two walls of the space as well as the part of Buren’s
installation on the vertical walls. Jane Reynolds, a young conceptual artist from Los Angeles,
subsequently installed peepholes, facing in different directions, between the gallery and the
living quarters and office: looking out from the office into the gallery space; looking into the
bedroom from the gallery space (mounted directly onto Scully’s painting), and two on the front
door: one offering a view in, and the other offering a view out. For a week in mid-April, visiting
friends of Nadin’s, one of whom was Kim Gordon, used the gallery space as an improvised
bedroom, moving the bed into the gallery space; this was listed as “A Place to Stay / Concerning
a Duality of Function.”278 After this, artist Peter Fend explored another duality of function when
he installed an iron lung—an artificial breathing apparatus borrowed from a hospital—that was
available for use. (He thought that it might render sleep more efficient. Nadin recalls that turned
the lung off periodically, because “you could hear it breathing and wheezing all the time.”279) In
a sense, it also staged the architectural space of the exhibition as a body, “breathed” through the
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mechanical apparatus, such that the bounds between the work and its context were constitutively
indistinct.
Tragically, D’Arcangelo committed suicide on April 28, 1979. For his peers and
collaborators, it no longer made sense to continue the exhibition without him. (Plans had been
made for him to contribute a work to the series, which at the outset had no preordained
endpoint.) A musical performance by Rhys Chatham in collaboration with Glenn Branca and
Nina Canal, on the calendar before D’Arcangelo’s death, took place on May 16, 1979. On May
30, Dan Graham, Louise Lawler, Peter Nadin, and Lawrence Weiner stenciled their names in
spray paint onto the wooden floor of the exhibition space. This marked the end of the exhibition,
now dedicated to the memory of their friend and collaborator.
The open structure of The Work Shown in this Space… was fundamentally responsive to
its site, to other artists, and to the viewers in the space. Nadin recalls that an interest in a
collaborative ethos propelled the project: “Like a good number of people at the time, I was
interested in trying to find new ways to make and show art. I thought it might be possible to
create a more communal artwork, to move away from the individual toward the group,” he
explained.280 Fend, the fifth artist to contribute, recalled that it was “a malleable situation to be
restructured or reworked by successive artists, each one attempting to exert a will that absorbs
the accumulated configurations or residues.”281 Fundamental to the exhibition is the notion that a
given individual site, or set of materials, might occupy multiple roles simultaneously, and that
this might not be a liability but a strength. The space itself was a live/work space renovated by
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artists who were also skilled craftsmen; it was host to installations as well as performances. None
of the contributions to the space were treated with a reverence that rendered them beyond
revision. This gesture marked an opening to difference, change, and uncertainty that heralded a
paradigm shift from the strictly controlled authorial gestures of an older generation of artists.
This set of ideas was further developed in the June 1979 exhibition Individual and
Collaborative Works by Nine Artists, which followed quick on the heels of the show at Peter
Nadin’s loft and brought together several of the same artists. It took place in a live/work space
rented by David Amico on the floor of a former department store in the then-derelict theater
district of downtown Los Angeles. The exhibition was initiated by Reynolds, who had received
an exhibition grant from the Foundation for Art Resources. Instead of executing a solo
exhibition, Reynolds decided to create a group show. She solicited the assistance of
D’Arcangelo, with whom she had been in close dialogue about the idea, to select a group of
young artists from New York and Los Angeles, including Nadin, Lawler, and Jenny Holzer.282
Though their friend’s unexpected suicide caused the group to wonder whether they should go
forward with the exhibition, they chose to follow through with it as an homage to D’Arcangelo
and his ideas.283
An installation by Reynolds occupied the center of the exhibition, though it could have
easily been mistaken for a structural feature of the space itself (fig. 1.20). It comprised a
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borrowed museum bench resting atop long strip of hardwood floor that ran the length of the
gallery. Illuminated by track lighting from above, it contrasted starkly with the raw concrete
floor of the unfinished loft space. Reynolds sought to graft a slice of the uniform décor she had
observed in the white-cube galleries in New York’s SoHo into Amico’s loft, contrasting the two
sets of codes through stark juxtaposition.284 This work continues the same line of inquiry taken
up by D’Arcangelo and Lawler’s work at Artists Space: what characteristics, if any, definitively
separate an “alternative” space from a commercial gallery or museum—or a movie theater or a
bank, for that matter? (Notably, Amico remembers being skeptical of the concept of an
alternative space and didn’t consider 616 South Broadway to be one, though he notes that he did
receive funding from Some Serious Business and the Foundation for Art Resources—public
initiatives, funded in part by art collectors, mandated to support emerging and under-supported
arts initiatives in Los Angeles.285) Reynolds and Amico recall that the term Collaborative in the
title didn’t refer to any specific collaborations between artists, but rather evoked a shared attitude
toward art production shared by many participants and certainly its organizers: that art
production is, in an expanded sense, if one acknowledges all the different kinds of labor and
influence that go into the work, always collective and collaborative.286 (Lawler later observed
that to her mind, “[A]rt is part and parcel of a cumulative and collective enterprise, viewed as
seen fit by the prevailing culture. Other work, outside work, makes up a part of this.”287)
Lawler’s contribution to the exhibition—the pattered, colored theater lights which appeared for
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one minute of every 15 minutes, while all the other lights were extinguished—can be understood
as collaborative in the sense that it physically overlaid itself onto all the other artists’
contributions. It could not be visually separated from them, nor from the exhibition space as a
whole. She also contributed a small oil painting of the design used on the invitation, the roman
numerals IX in a grey block text that occupied the full frame of the page. It hung on the wall
opposite her projection.
Lawler has described both her projected-light works as producing a “picture”—a term
that, in the wake of the 1977 Pictures exhibition at Artists Space, designated a strategy of visual
and textual appropriation shared by practices across mediums. (Though Lawler used the term to
describe her own work, she also viewed it with a degree of skepticism; in 1981, she produced a
matchbook embossed with the phrase WHY PICTURES NOW?, which she immortalized in a blackand-white photograph where it is found resting in an ashtray (fig. 1.21). She has also noted that
“there wasn’t much response to the [racehorse] work in terms of appropriation”—the hallmark
strategy of Pictures artists—“at that time. It caught on a little later.”288) In the context of the Los
Angeles exhibition, the usage picture of pictures to mean film—motion picture—takes on
particular significance.289 At Artists Space, Lawler’s theater lights functioned as a projector, the
exhibition space as a projectionist’s booth. A moving image was projected on the “screen”
offered by bank across the street, with spectators cast in unwitting roles. The overilluminated
interior of the exhibition space—its lights directed in the eyes of visitors—gave it the quality of a
film set or a stage. The bodies of spectators who approached the windows of the Artists Space to
examine what lay beyond them were implicated into the projection, their movements writ large
on the facing façade in real time. In Los Angeles, Lawler produced a simultaneous double
288
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feature: the spotlight pointed inwards superimposed the movements of spectators onto the
artworks and exhibition space, the façade of the theater outside offered a second projection
screen. Though Buren and Asher deployed endgame artistic strategies, they continued to locate
themselves squarely within the terms of painting and sculpture, respectively.290 Lawler shows
little concern for such categories. She overlays the space of exhibition onto the institutional
hallmarks of entertainment and commerce: the theater, the racetrack, the bank. The purposefully
gaudy pink and blue tree branch patterned lights—seemingly borrowed from the repertoire of
casino or carnival kitsch—casts its net over its entire surround, entangling spectators, structures,
and artworks alike. (The branch pattern recalls, likely only incidentally, the tree branches
projected onto Buren’s piece at MoMA in 1974, fig. 1.22-23) Lawler’s theater lights establish an
utter continuity between the exhibition space and the buildings on the street outside, imprinting
the contours of the gallery space onto the ideologically-laden edifices of a bank and a theater—
two institutions that formalist and idealist aesthetics conspicuously excluded from art’s frame.
These works militate against purity of medium or experience. They render the space of
exhibition continuous with what had long been taken for its “outside.”
As Beatriz Colomina points out, windows are, by definition, thresholds. Because of their
permeability, they are a site where “the classical distinction between inside and outside, private
and public, object and subject, becomes convoluted.”291 They offer a vantage for gazing outward
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as well as a view inside. She and Thomas Keenan both suggest that windows, as bastions of
transparency and verticality, can be understood as metaphors for the Enlightenment model of the
humanist subject: upright, coherent, rational and universal.292 (This extends analogously to
painting, long understood as a “window onto the world” due to Leon Battista Alberti’s
Renaissance treatise On Painting.) In “Windows: Of Vulnerability,” Keenan offers a
counterpoint to the humanist window—that “vertical frame that matches and houses the
standing, looking, representing figure of the subject.”293 He instead emphasizes the permeability
of a window, which for him constitutes its key vulnerability, as well as its potential to act as a
site of encounter with the other.294 For Keenan, the window is not simply something to look
through or cover over, but a relational space where “we encounter what we are not.” The window
models the public sphere as a constitutively empty space meant to be occupied and activated by
its participants. It “belongs by rights to others, and to no one in particular.”295 The relationship
between ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ the institution of art (architecturally and discursively conceived)
conjured by Lawler and D’Arcangelo’s works during this period can be productively understood
in relation to Keenan’s analysis. For the them, the threshold between inside and out is most
importantly a site of intersubjective encounter, vulnerability, dependency, and exchange. Keenan
asks: “Does a window belong to the inside or the outside?”—the private or the public, the
personal or the world-historical, the domestic or the political, the self or the other?296 The answer
is both, and this permeability confirms the inseparability of these terms. For him, the notion of
public space indoors. By contrast, Le Corbusier designed windows that framed a “gaze of
dominion over the exterior world” (306); they were not meant to be covered by curtains.
292
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the political is defined by the impossibility of perfect, complete representation. The public sphere
is “not here,” he writes—it is “structurally elsewhere, neither lost nor in need of recovery or
rebuilding but defined by its resistance to being made present.”297 D’Arcangelo’s use of
seemingly empty spaces in his work, and Lawler’s experiments with under- and overillumination, take on political stakes when considered as examples of such resistance to
appearing in conventional terms, and invitations to examine what coexistence, collaboration, and
exchange might look like in other terms.
What of these works’ relationship to others, then? In Lawler’s works in New York and
Los Angeles, the lights could be seen to sabotage the viewing conditions for other works in the
room. Yet they also probe the conditions of visibility by imagining a form of authorship that
goes beyond the individual producer. D’Arcangelo’s invitations to pubic participation and selfrepresentation similarly work against the privileging of the artist’s voice over others’. As Craig
Owens has pointed out, even the seemingly individual is always collective and social in its
formation.298 And as Lawler has said, “Working collaboratively allows you to do things that you
wouldn’t otherwise do. You think about another person’s thinking as well as your own, and this
acts as an acknowledgment that no work is really produced by one person.”299 At 616 South
Broadway, the conditions of visibility for Lawler’s work were mutually exclusive with that of
the other artists: the lights that illuminated their work made hers invisible. To navigate this,
Lawler solicited the other artists’ permission to have the main exhibition lights turned off for one
minute of every fifteen. For 60 seconds, the latent presence of the colored theater spots was made
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manifest. This is a far cry from the territorialism of Spaces and the Sixth Guggenheim
International, or the formal reduction of Buren and Asher’s installations: here, the place where
Lawler’s work ends and the others begin is a threshold that rests on the surface of the object. The
two are literally inseparable. One of the “collaborative” works referred to in the title of the 616
South Broadway show—Individual and Collaborative Works by Nine Artists—could in fact be
Lawler’s light piece, which overlays and obscures the other works at the same time that it takes
them as its support.300

Beyond negation
It is no accident that Lawler’s projected light works and D’Arcangelo’s gestures of 1978
and 1979 appear exclusively in group exhibitions, where they had to navigate a multiplicity of
relationships: to institutional space, to other artists and their artworks, and to different viewing
subjects. These works could not exist alone. They offer a stark contrast to the Minimalism of
Flavin and Judd, which depended on the gallery as an enclosed interior, and the site-specific
works of Buren and Asher. The latter’s self-described gestures of “exposing” and “revealing”
opened the institution to the elemental conditions that were physically outside of it, and initiated
an important analysis of institutional power’s immaterial and discursive dimensions, but their
work stopped short of addressing the complexities of subjectivity—desire, ambivalence,
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complicity, contradiction—brought to such sites by individual viewing subjects.301 By 1976,
D’Arcangelo considered the work of this older generation as “half in and half out” of the
institution.302 His and Lawler’s work in the years that followed was both a response to Buren and
Asher’s work and an attempt to address its gaps and work through some of its latent
contradictions.303 The two artists’ pieces for Artists Space bridge the concerns of first-generation
conceptual art—conceptual self-reflexivity, precedence of idea over material structure,
ephemerality—and institutional critique—site-specificity; ideology critique; the structural
underpinnings of an exhibition context—with a new sensibility that pushed them beyond their
earlier limits.304 For Lawler and D’Arcangelo, an analysis of the power that resides within
institutions necessarily had to account for the specificities of art’s publics, as well as the psychic,
social, economic, and political net that art is inextricably caught within. As such, the exhibition’s
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viewers and the context that lay beyond the exhibition space, became constitutive to their works,
rather than simply incidental to them.
D’Arcangelo borrowed from the language of direct action and political protest to
showcase the social, political, and economic specificities of his context. He turned his eye
toward the inequalities perpetuated by unequal access to representation, and the forms of labor
and funding underpinning so-called “alternative” spaces. Where his precedents had used either
language (as with the conceptual art of Weiner or Kosuth) or spatial interventions (as with the
institutional critiques of Buren and Asher), D’Arcangelo combined the two to create
interventions that were both spatial, discursive, and intersubjective, implicating not only their
immediate surround but also the larger social fabric of the city in which it took place. He sought,
in his words, to move “in and out” of institutions and play different aspects against one another.
The direct address of his works—from The Open Store at Rosa Esman Gallery to The Open
Museum at the Metropolitan—also brought desire and subjectivity into the conversation, inviting
consideration of the affective forces that accompany art’s production and display. His works also
aim to radicalize his public and stir them to action.305 Lawler, while concerned with similar
issues, took a different path. Her work acknowledged the contradictions and compromises
inherent to art production without aspiring to resolve them.306 Her approach was instead based on
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the close observation and subtle manipulation of social situations and material conditions.307 In
so doing, it analyzes the way that art takes on meaning in relation to its context.
This impulse to negotiate with institutional structures (whether galleries, museums, or the
state) rather than overturn or exit them was shared by many of Lawler and D’Arcangelo’s peers.
By the late 1970s, “a detached analysis of structures and systems was no longer entirely
credible,” Lawson recalls. “The new imperative was to rethink the politics of representation in
such a way as to acknowledge a widespread complex of refusal and complicity.”308 For many,
the fundamentally unstable and relational quality of an “alternative” or “outside” was abundantly
clear. These younger artists no longer considered negation to be the skeleton key for resistance;
they instead sought to navigate within and negotiate with power structures, and acknowledged
their own subjective entanglement with the structures engaged by their work.309 They borrowed
double agent strategies that come straight out of Mata Hari’s playbook, a parallel explored by
Lawler in her 1978 book Untitled (Black/White). Above all, a more complex understanding of
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the interrelationship between “inside” and “outside,” and different ways of moving across and
between different realms, gave rise to new strategies that would come to define postmodernism
in the visual arts, among them the appropriation and manipulation of imagery drawn from
popular culture and the forging of new forms of collectivity and notions of authorship. The years
that followed gave rise to groups such as Colab, The Offices of Fend, Fitzgibbon, Holzer, Nadin,
Prince and Winters, A Pictures Is No Substitute for Anything, Fashion MODA, and Group
Material, which operated with a mixture of state and private funding, inside, alongside, and in
the interstices of the New York art establishment. The long-held distinction between one artist’s
work and another, between object and context, between inside the institution and out, became
impossible to sustain.
But this had not always been the case. In a conversation with Martha Buskirk, Lawler
recalls assisting with the Earth Art exhibition at Cornell while studying there as an undergraduate
in 1969. “This was of course an inside/outside situation,” she recalled, “but it…was a time when
being outside the institution made sense.” Upon moving to New York in the early 1970s, she
encountered a different kind of threshold: “I was skeptical about what you do as an artist and
didn’t expect to actually be one, but I diligently went to the galleries on Saturdays. Uptown, on
the East Side, I wasn’t sure you were supposed to go in.”310 Employing a spatial metaphor,
Buskirk probes Lawler further on the relationship between inside and out: “It seems that your
work, even when situated within a gallery space, continually pushes at the edges. How has the
terrain shifted since you started out?” It is in response to this question that Lawler responds: “It
is no longer a matter of trying to subvert or intrude. Those strategies are now recognized and
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invited. Now it is a matter of finessing, which is certainly not enough.”311 To finesse a situation
is to subtly and indirectly manipulate it to one’s advantage. It suggests a delicate maneuvering
not between an institution’s inside and outside, but between the positions of insider and outsider.
In order to finesse, one must know the codes well enough to operate undetected. Good
positioning is paramount. By the late 1970s, Asher and Buren’s mode of ideology critique, which
held fast to the notion of critical distance, and their attendant vocabulary of visibility—reveal,
expose, unveil—had, in the eyes of many younger artists, run out of steam. The older generation
had failed to account, with due complexity, for their own implication within larger power
structures and for the exigencies of subjectivity and desire, which are of course always
formative, but remained unnamed within their work. It was at this moment that Lawler eschewed
the demystifying ethos of ideology critique and chose instead to finesse, a strategy that rests on
the premise that those attuned to the conditions and relations that reproduce a system, in all its
limits and contingencies, are best positioned to covertly transform them from within. Within this
paradigm, the frame wasn’t something to move from within to beyond: the descriptors “inside”
and “outside” no longer captured how power operates. Finesse may be have been the tactic most
suited to these new conditions, but it certainly wasn’t enough.

311

Ibid., 105.
134

Chapter 2: No Substitutes

Introduction
An invitation arrives in the mail. The heavy cream cardstock is stamped with black
lettering in an elegant pair of typefaces (fig. 2.1). It summons you:
LOUISE LAWLER
INVITES YOU TO ATTEND
SWAN LAKE
PERFORMED BY
THE NEW YORK CITY BALLET
AT THE NEW YORK STATE THEATER, LINCOLN CENTER

THURSDAY,
JANUARY 22, 1981
8 PM

TICKETS TO BE PURCHASED
AT THE BOX OFFICE

The apparent gentility of the invitation to an evening at the tony uptown venue is undercut by a
caveat discreetly noted at the bottom: TICKETS TO BE PURCHASED AT THE BOX OFFICE. On the
evening of the ballet, you find your place in a dimly-lit auditorium that is quickly filling up with
smartly-dressed spectators speaking in hushed tones. Were any others filing in brought here by
Lawler’s invitation? You can only guess, making conjectures based on their clothing and
comportment. You spot the critics Douglas Crimp and Craig Owens looking for their seats a few
rows below. You’ve heard that they’re regulars at the ballet, but tonight they’re probably here
because of Lawler’s invitation. Once the lights go down, you realize that there are at least two
audiences invisibly intermingled in the darkened auditorium: those who are here to see
Tchaikovsky’s ballet, straight up, and those who came to see the ballet through the frame of
Lawler’s invitation. And even within these groups, there are those who are at the ballet for the
first time, like yourself; and then there are the tourists, the generalists, the critics, the scholars,
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the patrons, the connoisseurs, and the balletomanes. You’re all seeing the same performance
unfolding in front of you, but from different angles of approach. In your case, the distance feels
literal. The steeply inclined balcony drops precipitously to reveal the stage far below.
Lawler’s invitation to Swan Lake, oblique as it was, speaks to many of the signal issues
for artists working in the early 1980s: What is the artist’s place in society? Does the idea of an
avant-garde still hold sway? What is the threshold between complicity and critique? How does
appropriation recast meaning? How might one manipulate cultural codes from within? The
beginning of this new decade marked a widespread reappraisal of the relationships between
commercial and non-profit, mainstream and alternative, “inside” the institution and out.
Longstanding boundaries, held up to new scrutiny, began to shift and sway. At this moment,
artists explored new ways of framing their work by moving across seemingly disparate contexts
and expanding the bounds of artistic practice into new realms. At times they sought to leave the
official art world behind entirely, treading in the footsteps of earlier twentieth century avantgardes but under new sociopolitical conditions. Others regarded the utopian aspirations of earlier
avant-gardes with a wistful, elegiac skepticism. The possibility of radical systemic change began
to seem like a fantasy as the progressive movements of the 1960s gave way to a rising tide of
social and political conservatism in the United States. Stagnation and inflation beset the economy
and New York City narrowly avoided bankruptcy in 1975. By the decade’s end, the onset of
neoliberalism led to the deregulation of markets and privatization of social services and funding
for the arts. Entrepreneurialism, individualism, and free market values were seen as cure-alls for
America’s ills.312
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Under these conditions, many artists turned to collaboration and self-organized ventures
as a possible way to short-circuit art’s conventional modes of production, circulation, and
display. In this chapter, I examine the artist-run consulting firm The Offices of Fend, Fitzgibbon,
Holzer, Nadin, Prince & Winters and the collaborative platform A Picture Is No Substitute for
Anything (a joint effort between Lawler and Levine) as case studies for understanding this new
social and cultural landscape in the moment of its emergence. Both groups arose from a
constellation of artists working in close proximity in Lower Manhattan and developed new
tactics of engagement and resistance appropriate to a moment when the idea of an “outside” to
power was definitively foreclosed. Lawler’s retooling of Swan Lake, like her collaboration with
Levine, wasn’t an attempt to exit the established art system entirely; it was an effort to create
alternate, parallel, or parasitic spaces governed by a different logic within it—if only
momentarily.

Executive artists
Someone hands you a business card with the heading THE OFFICES OF FEND, FITZGIBBON,
HOLZER, NADIN, PRINCE & WINTERS

inked on sensible, round-edged gray cardstock (fig. 2.2). OUR

CONSULTATION INCLUDES A REVIEW OF YOUR NEEDS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR REALISTIC ACTION,

it

promises. At first glance, the serif typeface and litany of surnames conveys a no-nonsense
reliability; it seems likely that the card will connect you to a lawyer or an accountant. But this
assumption is quickly undercut by an additional slogan: PRACTICAL ESTHETIC SERVICES
ADAPTABLE TO CLIENT SITUATION.

In fact, these offices belong to a consulting firm cofounded by

the artists Peter Fend, Coleen Fitzgibbon, Jenny Holzer, Peter Nadin, Richard Prince, and Robin

Bruce J. Schulman and Julian E. Zelizer (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2008);
Chronopoulos, Spatial Regulation in New York City.
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Winters. In the fall of 1979, the members of this New York–based group set out to sell “artbased thought and practice to non-art clients,” steering away from the established art world per
se.313 They adopted a “real-world mode,” feeling that it was the most viable method for making
art in the 1980s—and they were not alone.314
A number of artists working in downtown Manhattan during this time expressed the
desire to make art collaboratively and to move their artistic practices into “real life.” Of course,
this notion had been a leitmotif of the historical avant-gardes in the early twentieth century, but
the social, economic, and political climate in the United States at the end of the 1970s accounted
for several new developments. Earlier attempts to push art into life had yielded limited results,
but now it was the realm of commerce that began seeking cues from art and artists to an
unprecedented degree. As Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello write in The New Spirit of
Capitalism, artists became the ideal archetypes for a vast population of managers, entrepreneurs,
and freelancers whose “immaterial labor” helped propel the New Economy.315 Boltanski and
Chiapello assert that, beginning in the 1980s, the business sector put strategies borrowed from art
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and the counterculture into practice. At the same moment, artists were appropriating images and
roles from the realm of commerce with new zeal. They identify the protagonist of this new
paradigm as a hybrid figure:
Is not the neo-manager, like the artist, a creative figure, a person of intuition,
invention, contacts, chance encounters . . . ? Like the artist, is he not freed of the
burdens of possession and the constraints of hierarchical attachments, of the signs
of power—office or tie—and also, consequently, of the hypocrisies of bourgeois
morality? Conversely, however, is not today’s artist, even today’s intellectual or
researcher, likewise a network creature in search of producers, the realization of
whose projects demands costly, heterogeneous and complex arrangements, an
ability to arrive at an understanding with distant, multiple actors who hold very
different positions . . . and whom he must interest, persuade, win over?316
The parallel between Boltanski and Chiapello’s description of the artist-manager and artists’
forays into entrepreneurialism and self-organization in the early 1980s is striking. Artists and
intellectuals involved in the social movements of the late 1960s took aim at traditional modes of
authority and paternalism, hierarchical modes of organization, prescribed tasks and stultifying
work schedules, and the alienating effects of the division of labor.317 They believed, broadly
speaking, that greater autonomy, flexibility, personalization, and self-management could yield
liberation and creative fulfillment.318 Yet Boltanski and Chiapello suggest that the critique of
capitalism voiced by these movements was (which they term the “artistic critique” of capitalism
and the economist Christian Marazzi calls the “cultural critique”) were, in fact, coopted by
management discourse beginning in the late 1970s, giving rise to a “new spirit of capitalism.”
Indeed, they write that “the qualities that are guarantees of success in this new spirit [of
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capitalism] . . . are taken directly from the repertoire of May ’68.”319 The transition was more
than abstract: many of the left-wing protagonists of May ’68 professionalized into a generation
of “new consultants” working in government or business and translating the insights of
Foucauldian critiques of authority into business strategy, Boltanski and Chiapello observe.320
Surely, the Offices of Fend, Fitzgibbon, Holzer, Nadin, Prince & Winters could not have
anticipated how pervasive its offer of “practical esthetic services adaptable to client situation”
would become in the labor economy of the twenty-first century.
Following the Second World War, widespread transformations in the United States and
Europe shifted economic activity first from the manufacturing of goods to the provision of
services and, later, to the management of information. 321 The work of artists indexed—and
sometimes even anticipated—these changes. Artists’ uniquely malleable job descriptions allowed
them to adopt a shifting range of identities, which, at times, verged on the contradictory. For
example, in the late 1950s, Frank Stella portrayed himself alternately as a humble house painter
and as an “executive artist” in a pinstripe suit; around 1970, Robert Morris, a founding member
of the Art Workers’ Coalition, fashioned himself as both construction worker and boss man; and
Andy Warhol famously dubbed his 1960s studio “The Factory” before rebranding it “The
Office” in the mid-1970s.322 As the art historian Caroline Jones has observed, Warhol’s signature
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black turtleneck signaled a precisely calibrated dual coding: managerial, yet arty.323 Artists’
variable self-identification with managers, entrepreneurs, and workers was fraught from the start:
though the majority of artists live with economic precarity and unpredictable, unregulated
working conditions, they also enjoy the privileges and mobility afforded by direct access to an
unlimited supply of cultural capital—an increasingly valuable commodity in the New
Economy.324
While the austere aesthetic of conceptual art contrasted sharply with Warhol’s ecstatic
embrace of commercialism and celebrity culture, other characteristics made it a rather
frictionless commodity, especially in the hands of the New York dealer Seth Siegelaub.325 The
impresario of so-called “dematerialized” art understood the importance of fostering artists’ auras
through publicity and events. He managed the public image of each member of his roster almost
as an advertising executive might.326 A press photograph from 1969 (fig. 2.3) captures four
artists in turtlenecks; the crossed arms of Robert Barry and Douglas Huebler seem straitlaced
compared to the casual postures of Joseph Kosuth and Lawrence Weiner.327 Conceptual art
practices tended not to be anchored in physical objects, so documentation, contracts, and the
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artist’s signature became paramount to establishing the “authenticity” of a work and facilitating
its circulation.328 Siegelaub’s innovations in the display and circulation of Conceptual art—his
courting of the press and innovative use of printed publicity materials—constitute what
Alexander Alberro has termed “the Siegelaub Idea.” This approach paralleled innovations in
product management and advertising in the 1960s; Siegelaub even developed art-based public
relations programs for corporations.329 Weiner likened Siegelaub to an advertising agency,
“packaging and selling” his artists and their work. “He did have the best dishwashing liquid
around,” the artist wryly recalled.330 By finding new ways to market and sell ideas, Siegelaub
was a pioneer in both art and commerce.
Upon its emergence, Conceptual art’s uncoupling from the physical object represented a
utopian attempt to create an anti-elitist, democratic form of expression that deprivileged the role
of the artist. However, it failed to fulfill this aspiration, Alberro proposes, because dispensing
with the singular art object did not forestall the commodification of conceptual art. On the
contrary, its “dematerialized” properties eased its incorporation into the market. Benjamin
Buchloh has described Conceptual art as an “aesthetic of administration” whereby the
administering of production and circulation becomes central to the work; moreover, he suggests
that artists’ attempts to evade commodification by supplanting object with idea in fact helped to
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pioneer, or at least portend, a new form of capitalism.331 Boltanski and Chiapello, too, argue that
the critiques of capitalism voiced by social movements in the late 1960s—namely, that it is
stultifying and homogenizing—had, by the mid-1970s, been metabolized into the very same
system. The demand that hierarchical, alienated labor be replaced by creative, fulfilling work
simply gave rise to new forms of control. As the regimented eight-hour workday metamorphosed
into the demand for perpetual availability and the ideal of self-management, work became at
once more precarious and increasingly all-encompassing.332
Amid these changes, the role of the artist within American society underwent a parallel
transformation. Artists’ earlier romantic identification with the working class, perhaps best
encapsulated by the platform of the Art Workers Coalition, gave way to a new vision of the artist
as postfordist worker (a “creative” or a freelancer, in today’s parlance) in the late 1970s and
early 1980s.333 Artists had long worn multiple hats simultaneously—artmaker, writer, curator,
designer, fabricator, community organizer—but for the first time, because of the paradigm shifts
331
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initiated by conceptual art and the Art Workers’ Coalition, these multiple roles weren’t seen as at
odds with their art practices, but an organic extension and vital part of them.334 Of course, artists
have long worked for hire to support their art practices, often applying skills developed in the
service of the latter in order to make rent.335 Yet a new closeness between work-for-hire and
artistic practice was forged in the 1970s when, for example, D’Arcangelo reframed his
renovation and fabrication work as conceptual art through his Functional Constructions, and
Barbara Kruger applied the same cut-and-paste techniques she’d perfected as a designer for
Mademoiselle and art director Harper’s Bazaar to politically incisive photomontages. Jenny
Holzer worked as a typesetter in the late 1970s and early 1980s, a medium that would become
integral to her wheat-pasted text works of the same period.336 Levine held day jobs in
commercial photography from the time she was in college until the mid-1980s, and the
industry’s voracious appropriation of images and ideas shaped her own nascent art practice,
which took aim at the myth of originality within art production.337 Lawler’s postcards
Volkswagen and Truck were drawn from her photodocumentation of Buren’s Ballets, and her
skills as a photographer and graphic designer were applied equally within her art practice and to
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design and photography work done for friends. Jeffrey Deitch, then working at John Weber
Gallery, zeroed in on this tendency in his 1975 exhibition Lives: Artists Who Deal With People’s
Lives (Including Their Own) As the Subject and/or the Medium of their Work. An accompanying
essay framed artwork that focuses on people’s lives—those of the artists as well as their
audience—as the “next logical extension” beyond Conceptual Art. In contrast to their immediate
predecessors, these inquiries brought “complex sets of psychological, social, economic, and
intellectual motivations” into the frame.338 Not since Soviet Productivism and Constructivism
had the role of the artist been understood as so continuous with everyday life—though now, their
work wasn’t being made in the wake of the Russian Revolution, but at the advent of
neoliberalism. “Perhaps [these artists] are building the apparatus to channel these artistic
advances into the cultural mainstream,” Deitch speculated—and indeed, this was precisely the
aspiration of many of these artists.339
The transformation of the artist from blue-collar laborer to postfordist worker in the
American cultural imaginary took place within, and cannot be understood apart from, large-scale
shifts in education, corporatism, and arts funding in the 1970s. As the historian Bethany Moreton
writes, the realm of commerce was viewed with skepticism and hostility by a majority of college
students during the Vietnam War era. The collectivist, emancipatory, anti-hierarchical spirit of
the 1960s still had deep roots.340 However, the strategic promotion of free-market values and
business education on college campuses during the 1970s, often funded by corporate sponsors,
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led to a widespread shift in sentiment. This was partly a result of the uncertain job prospects
faced by students in the humanities and arts during the decade’s economic downturn. When
Nixon encouraged private and corporate sponsorship of university research in lieu of public
funding in the early 1970s, he laid the groundwork for stronger ties between corporations and
universities. Gerald Ford continued this legacy by calling for stronger ties between business and
education during his presidential term.341 By the decade’s end, business was the most popular
college major in the United States as courses on entrepreneurship, small business administration,
and arts administration proliferated on college campuses.342 Entrepreneurship was framed as “a
set of character traits rather than a function of an economic structure,” and its values—creativity,
unconventional thinking, a skepticism of hierarchies, a sympathy with the underdog—seemed
largely in keeping with the rallying cries of May ’68.343 By the first year of the Reagan
administration, “graduating business majors outnumbered their classmates in all languages and
literatures, the arts, philosophy, religion, the social sciences, and history combined.” Reagan’s
cuts to public funding of higher education cemented the status of a degree in the humanities or
arts as a luxury.344
Artists, too, were facing increased pressure to professionalize during this period. The
vogue for “post-studio” art education in the 1970s—pioneered by influential teachers such as
John Baldessari and Michael Asher at CalArts—emphasized critical and conceptual thinking
over the acquisition of the manual skills traditionally concomitant with a Beaux Arts education in
painting, sculpture, and drawing. Abstract assignment prompts like “Make a void” emphasized
341
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cerebral problem solving over material manipulation.345 Helen Molesworth has pointed out that
the separation of cognitive activity from manual labor is “one of the hallmarks of managerial
professionalization,” and, alongside Singerman, observes that post-studio art education primed
students for postfordist labor like communication and management.346 “It is hard to avoid the
analogy,” artist Ian Burn wrote in 1981, between the emergence of a generation of conceptuallyoriented artists with minimal hands-on expertise and “the role of management in industry.”347
Artists were also increasingly encouraged to approach their practices with a degree of business
acumen.348 This shift in conceptualization of the role of the artist produced a generation of artists
primed for production within a postfordist information economy. Alternative spaces’ dependency
on National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) and New York State Council for the Arts (NYSCA)
funding also compelled them to professionalize their operations for increasingly rigorous grant
applications. “Alternative spaces began with the notion of delivering space into the hands of
artists,” critic Phil Patton wrote in ARTnews in 1977, “but the economic facts of life have
dramatically shaped their subsequent evolution.”349 To stay competitive for funds, spaces needed
to carefully structure, plan, and document their exhibitions and programs, and engage highprofile names to bolster their applications.350 The NEA started offering substantial support to
alternative spaces in 1972, and in 1978, it even introduced a category of grants dedicated to
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“artists’ spaces.”351 Thus, in the words of Brian Wallis, these state agencies bureaucratized
alternative spaces at the same time that they “established a new subject, the ‘professional artist,’
and a new form of administration, the 'artist-run organization.’”352 The rebelliousness that often
characterized the founding of alternative spaces gave way to an increasingly professionalized
bureaucratic and administrative structures: “Now in their middle to late 30s, [the directors and
founders of alternative spaces] are no longer the politicized idealists of the 1960s who initiated
these radical projects; they have become professional art administrators,” critic Deborah Phillips
observed.353 A case in point is P.S.1, which in 1979 made inroads into corporate consulting as a
fundraising strategy; it assembled collections of donated art and quietly sold them to
corporations. In response to criticism, director Alanna Heiss emphasized that “the sales have
been worked out so that they do not conflict with the institute’s nonprofit status.”354
Public arts funding, of course, was not purely altruistic. It became increasingly clear that
artists could be instrumentalized for—and in fact were often willing participants in—the
advancement of certain state interests, particularly economic ones. “A lot of energy is coming
out of alternative spaces right now,” the assistant director of the Visual Arts Program for the
NEA told Larson in 1977. “It's a very productive time to provide them with support.”355 The
word “productive” is key: in the 1970s, artists offered the state excellent return on investment.
The presence of artists catalyzed the gentrification of neighborhoods (consider SoHo in the
1960s, Tribeca in the 1970s, the East Village in the 1980s, and Chelsea in the 1990s), increasing
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their desirability for other business and reliably boosting real estate values.356 The
professionalization of the role of the artist also generated new jobs within the arts for
underemployed citizens, i.e. college-educated artists and liberal arts majors, and generated
economic capital from their cultural capital. “Thus, what can be read from one angle as a
successful takeover of the governmental cultural apparatus by artists might from another view be
seen as a textbook case of governmentality in action,” Wallis writes, channeling Foucault. (By
“governmentality,” he refers to a form of power emergent in the 1970s, theorized by Foucault,
whereby direct, top-down disciplinary power imposed is replaced by an internalized form of
control that manifests as individual self-management and self-regulation).357 Around this time,
the NEA and NYSCA fostered the self-management of alternative spaces by offering
information sessions and “‘professional’ skills” training to artists and arts administrators.358
Amidst the Reagan administration’s cuts to public arts funding, the commercial gallery system
356
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and private sector funding were promoted as the path forward for supporting the arts in the early
1980s.359 Indeed, in response to Patton’s inquiry about the threat posed by skyrocketing rents and
the possibility of shifting government priorities, Winer (then director of Artists Space)
responded: “Maybe we shouldn't go on forever. If things change maybe something else will
come along, but right now I'm very happy with what we do.” Patton closed his essay with a
reflection on the fundamental contingency of alternative spaces: “[A]lternative spaces know that
the kind of rapid change which created their opportunities may in a few years create something
alternative to them.”360 As he predicted, the alternative space’s role in the contemporary art
landscape, especially as it was manifested in a government-funded brick-and-mortar structures,
would become increasingly contested—by conservatives and progressives alike—in the years
that followed. For many artists, self-organized entrepreneurial schemes and businesses seemed to
cut a path forward through the mounting contradictions observed in alternative spaces, above all
their de facto role as the research-and-development art of the gallery system and their
dependence on government funding. Artist-run business ventures combined the spirit of
autonomy associated with alternative spaces with a profit-generating capacity that offered a
greater degree of freedom from the commercial gallery world.361 In the case of A Picture Is No
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entire stock of 75 pairs of black leather children’s dress shoes (initially purchased a thrift store in
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Substitute for Anything, they also demonstrated the commodification of art and the artist by
miming the logic of the art system, with a critical difference. Unlike the Offices, their intention
wasn’t to generate profit or build a viable business, but to generate and test different possibilities
for how art is seen and understood. Their use of public relations lingo and gallery-speak offered

San José), for $2 apiece. (Buskirk et al., “Interviews with Sherrie Levine, Louise Lawler, and
Fred Wilson,” 98. Ault, “A Chronology,” 36. Crimp describes the event in detail in his 1977
Pictures catalogue essay.) (Claus Oldenburg’s The Store, operative from 1961-64, is a clear
precedent, though an important difference between the two is that while Oldenburg primarily
sold his own work, Eins opened his up to other artists’ wares.) (See Joshua Shannon and Yale
University Press, The Disappearance of Objects: New York Art and the Rise of the Postmodern
City (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2009). In 1978, Poppy Johnson—formerly
of the Guerilla Art Action Group, a radical offshoot of the Art Workers Coalition—opened $100
Gallery in Tribeca. Every Saturday, she showed work by twenty different artists in her fourthfloor walkup apartment, each for sale for $100. (80% of the profits went to the artist, and 20% to
Johnson.) Better-known artists (such as Carl Andre) produced miniatures, while less-established
artists sold full-scale works. (Lawler offered her artist books Untitled (Black/White) and Untitled
(Red/Blue) for sale at a randomly selected price of either $100, or $4.95 or $7.95 respectively.
Louise Lawler, conversation with the author. ) In 1976, the art book publisher and emporium
Printer Matter was founded by nine artists and art workers; profits from the sale of books were
invested back into the organization’s publishing and distribution efforts. (Ault, “A Chronology,”
48. Printed Matter was founded by Carl Andre, Edit DeAk, Sol LeWitt, Walter Robinson, Pat
Steir, Irina von Zahn, Mimi Wheeler, and Robin White. Andre, LeWitt, and Lippard had been
members of the Art Workers Coalition, and Walter Robinson and Edit DeAk worked at Artists
Space in the 1970s.) Yet there is perhaps no better archetype for this new, hybrid figure than
Brian O’Doherty. He authored the landmark trio of essays in Artforum in 1976 about the politics
of the white cube gallery, held a job as director of the Visual Arts Program (1968-75) and later
the Media Arts Program (1975-80s??) at the National Endowment for the Arts, as well as
maintaining an art practice (albeit, as of 1972, under the alter ego Patrick Ireland) and working as
editor of Art In America (1971-74). In 1976, Coleen Fitzgibbon and Robin Winters formed X&Y
International Artists, which satirized the artist’s role as a member of the international jetset. One
flyer advertised their “International Services Adaptable to your Situation. We travel anywhere
anytime. Large enough to handle your needs / small enough to serve you.” (X&Y offered
anything from film screenings and performances to "art consultants...armed protection of art
pieces...incentives...role-playing...public speaking...production-line techniques...subliminal and
overt manipulations...forgery...investigation...logos for your corporate look...packaging..." For:
"institutions/offices/businesses/bus stations/beauty parlors... anarchists/ communists/
monarchists"-- Colab book p. 18. reprint of photocopy, c. 1976-77. "The zeitgeist of the time was
one of creative energy in the face of a depressed economy.... My own particular interest was in a
non-hierarchical union of artists (cultural workers).... I was interested in credit unions and [the
Siegelaub contract]." Robin Winters, A Book about Colab, 22).
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an ironic commentary on the established art system, to which they maintained an ambivalent
relationship.
In 1981, the critic Craig Owens identified information as the medium of choice for many
artists: “Power now resides with those who control the networks for the processing, retrieval, and
transmission of information. . . . The artist no longer makes an object, but rather is involved in
the transfer and processing of information,” he declared on a panel about postmodernism held at
the Institute for Architecture and Urban Studies.362 Owens described artists’ work in terms that
more readily evoke that of a manager or an office clerk. What’s more, he located power in the
hands of those who control the network—the interconnection of people and things that
constitutes both the art world and the realm of commerce. The paradigm shift initiated by
Conceptual art in the late 1960s now approached its apotheosis, laying the groundwork for the
emergence of postmodernism in the visual arts. If Siegelaub was the first to understand the
potency of an alliance between conceptual art and commerce, it was a group of artists working
collaboratively in New York and Los Angeles between 1979 and 1982—loosely clustered around
Colab and Artists Space—who explored the breadth of its potential. In 1981, quick on the heels
of the Offices, Louise Lawler and Sherrie Levine created an itinerant gallery and publicity
apparatus called A Picture Is No Substitute for Anything. The economic downturn of the late
1970s had not yet given way to the art market and real estate booms of the 1980s, so it is striking
that these young artists believed that a consulting firm, on the one hand, and a quasi-gallery, on
the other, were the best vehicle for their ideas at the time. In this climate, the prospect of an
artist-run business venture must have been partly tongue-in-cheek. After all, its clientele was, at
first, mostly imagined. Their efforts are significant not only because they prefigure artistic
362

Owens et al., “Post-Modernism: A Symposium,” 8. For Owens, the processing of media
images in Robert Rauschenberg’s silkscreens initiated this paradigm shift.
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formations that came to define the 1980s but also for the insights they offer into the social and
economic forces that have shaped life in the United States, and in a globalizing world, ever since.

Rework anything
Colab, short for Collaborative Projects, offered an inventive alternative to the
shortcomings of alternative spaces by creating a support structure for self-organized artists’
projects. Founded in 1977, the artist-run collective is notable for combining the spirit of
alternative spaces and political activism with DIY administration and an entrepreneurial
sensibility. As a self-described “artist-sponsored exhibition network,” its primary function was to
access government arts funding and distribute it to members for various self-initiated projects,
from group exhibitions and publications, to television series and a temporary store. Colab was
defined by a spirit of nonhierarchical egalitarianism: its leadership rotated annually, and a
committee voted on the allocation of funds.363 Membership privileges were extended to any artist
who attended meetings, and over fifty artists joined Colab’s ranks over the years.364 Meetings
began in 1977 and the group formally incorporated as a non-profit in 1978. This canny move was
intended to better their chances of obtaining government arts funding, as it was far easier to get
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As David Little clarifies, officer positions such as treasurer and secretary were mainly formed
to meet the requirements of grants; they were “largely symbolic, with little special power and
only administrative responsibilities” Little, “Colab Takes a Piece, History Takes It Back,” 64n15.
See also Ault, Alternative Art, New York, pp. 48–49.
364
This was not always perfectly true in practice. After the success of the Times Square Show,
when there was an influx of artists interested in joining the group, some artists said that Colab
began to discourage new members. Colab member Tom Otterness admitted that though Colab
was in principle open, “it really winds up being a social clique.” Phillips pointed out that Colab
was seen by many as “an exclusive club…that uses public funds to subsidize a tight group of
friends.” Thus, even an organization founded under the most radically inclusive pretenses could
not escape a degree of exclusivity resulting from the inevitable exclusions felt by those not
included in a close-knit social group. Phillips, “New Faces in Alternative Spaces,” 99–100.
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funds as a nonprofit organization than as individuals.365 Colab draws a stark contrast to the Art
Workers Coalition in terms of its conceptualization of labor and collectivity. The latter, in the
words of Julia Bryan-Wilson, positioned itself “not as a guild, association, committee, or
ensemble but as a provisional coalition of disparate individuals.”366 With its shared pool of
resources and variety of stakeholders, Colab’s structure was more akin to a cooperative. Though
membership in Colab was open and continually fluctuating, its members were united by a
collaborative ethos that deprivileged the individual producer.367
The formation of Colab was largely motivated by artists’ desire to have greater control
over how their work was circulated and shown. In this sense, it can be seen as a bridge between
the concerns of earlier alternative spaces and the subsequent, decentralized efforts of The Offices
and A Picture Is No Substitute. “A lot of our original inspiration was based on opposition to the
established gallery system and also to the alternative spaces,” Walter Robinson, president of
Colab in 1981, explained.368 By contrast, the organization developed a leaner model that
tactically adopted various kinds of spaces and modes of distribution—a former massage parlor, a
public access television channel, an abandoned building on Delancey Street—determined by the
exigencies of a project.369 Colab members saw their art practices as an organic extension of their
broader political commitments, and exhibitions organized by the collective directly addressed the
365

Walter Robinson, president of Colab in 1981, explained that “the chances of a nonprofit
institution getting a grant are 50 percent; an artist's are only around three percent.” (Phillips, 98.)
366
Bryan-Wilson, Art Workers, 14.
367
Little, “Colab Takes a Piece, History Takes It Back,” 73n25. “Collaboration…was a big part
of those years for me and for many others who came to New York at roughly the same moment,”
Holzer recalls. Steven Henry Madoff and Jenny Holzer, “Jenny Holzer Talks to Steven Henry
Madoff,” Artforum International.; New York, April 2003. Fend recalls the shared aim to create
“our own showing and thinking space, and our own multi- person productions, beyond the idea
of artist as Alone.” Fend, Joselit, and Harrison, “A Conversation with Peter Fend,” 117.
368
Grace Glueck, “The New Collectives—Reaching for a Wider Audience,” New York Times,
February 1, 1981.
369
Little, “Colab Takes a Piece, History Takes It Back,” 64.
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issues of their times: the recessions of the 1970s, the housing crisis, homelessness, gentrification,
and later, Reagan-era budget cuts and nuclear armament. “Most Colab members were political in
a radical, anarchistic sense,” Robinson later recalled. This on-the-ground engagement also
distinguished Colab from the circles surrounding the publications October and The Fox, which
were more theoretically inclined. “Colab was much more about lived professional and political
experience,” he explained.370 Holzer says that Colab’s work in the late 70s “had the politics of
the ‘60s in mind… The work was intended to be—and was fairly active as—protest.”371 Artists
such as Alan Moore and Robin Winters expressed dismay at the proportion of alternative spaces’
budgets going to administration and overhead rather than to artists.372
Colab is best remembered for organizing large, free-for-all thematic group exhibitions
such as The Doctors and Dentists Show (591 Broadway, 1979); The Manifesto Show (5 Bleecker
Street, 1979); The Real Estate Show (123 Delancey Street, 1980), and The Times Square Show
(201 West 41st Street, 1980).373 However, it played an equally formative role as a funder of a
network of projects, including the magazines X-Magazine, Spanner, and Just Another Asshole,
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Robinson, in A Book about Colab (and Related Activities), ed. Schumann (New York: Printed
Matter, 2015), 256.
371
Madoff and Holzer, “Jenny Holzer Talks to Steven Henry Madoff.”
372
Phillips, “New Faces in Alternative Spaces,” 98; Little, “Colab Takes a Piece, History Takes
It Back,” 63.
373
The Times Square Show, which took place in a former massage parlor in Midtown Manhattan,
included a gift shop that sold cheap artist-made multiples through a window that opened onto the
street. The second floor was a “fashion lounge.” The Real Estate Show took place in a vacant
city-managed commercial property commandeered by Colab without the city’s permission, and
was dedicated to a Black woman who had been killed by police while resisting eviction in
Flatbush the previous year. Its themes were tenants’ rights and exploitative landlords. The
show’s flyer announced its “solidarity with oppressed people” and its aim to bridge the gap
between artists and working people “by putting artwork on a boulevard level.” Alan Moore,
“Local History: The Art of Battle for Bohemia in New York,” in Alternative Art, New York,
1965-1985: A Cultural Politics Book for the Social Text Collective, ed. Julie Ault (New York
and Minneapolis: The Drawing Center and University of Minnesota Press, 2002), 326, 328;
Phillips, “New Faces in Alternative Spaces,” 98.
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the New Cinema screening house on St. Mark’s place, and the public access TV show Potato
Wolf (1978-84).374 In 1980, with $750 of Colab funds, Kiki Smith and Alan Moore opened A.
More Store, which sold artists’ multiples affordably priced between $1 and $20. The store billed
itself as “the only direct artists’ outlet in the city,” and business went so well that it later
expanded into a mail-order operation.375 Colab’s structure as a self-described “network” rather
than a brick-and-mortar structure was well suited to its focus on the distribution and circulation
of information. Fend describes Colab artists’ interest “becom[ing] everyday household names”
by using television as a medium: getting on Saturday Night Live, going to Hollywood, “anything
to get out of the art world [and] into mass communications”—even if this meant “dumbing
down” or “watering down” their ideas.376 Many artists who later became associated with
postmodernism shared these ambitions for visibility across a broad spectrum of cultural spheres.
As administrative apparatus that distributed funds to artists, Colab can be understood as a
precursor to The Offices. Colab’s group shows toyed with themes also favored by the artist-run
consulting firm: the Doctors and Dentists show, organized by Robin Winters and hosted in his
loft, was hailed with the tagline “Works of art for reception rooms and offices;” it coincided with
the Income and Wealth Show, “an exhibition of fine art produced under the influence of Western
economics,” organized by Fitzgibbon at her storefront space.377 The Manifesto Show, co-

374

This description was told to Glueck, “The New Collectives—Reaching for a Wider
Audience.”
375
Phillips, “New Faces in Alternative Spaces,” 98. The parallels to the 1960s practices of
Fluxus are notable in terms of the collectivist ethos, emphasis on networks of distribution, and
the production and sale of cheap multiples.
376
Fend, Joselit, and Harrison, “A Conversation with Peter Fend,” 125.
377
Doctors and Dentists Show, February 1979, 591 Broadway, New York. Income and Wealth
Show, February 1979, 5 Bleecker Street, New York. Winters recalls his interested in the concept
of a “target audience.” Doctors and Dentists had a room decorated like a waiting room, and he
hoped that the show might help artists barter artwork for the services of doctors and dentists.
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organized by Holzer and Fitzgibbon through what Holzer described as an “administrative
structure,” embraced the slippery qualities of political speech by juxtaposing written and spoken
manifestos ranging from the Futurist Manifesto to the Communist Manifesto and Hitler’s Mein
Kampf to Valerie Solanas’s radical feminist SCUM manifesto.378 “No ideology or attitude
prevails,” its flyer proclaimed. The show hung visual manifestos on one wall, textual ones on
another, and blasted recordings from a loudspeaker outside. For Holzer, the Manifesto Show was
a lesson in “how to write what to whom, not to mention why and where.”379 The exhibition
indexed Holzer’s ambivalence toward the emancipatory possibilities of political speech, and
articulated a more widespread sense that the political ground was shifting underfoot and effacing
long-held distinctions between seemingly disparate positions. It seemed as though rhetorical
strategies pioneered by the Left might be appropriated by the Right, and vice versa. What once
seemed like a stable position on one side or the other was revealed as increasingly fraught with
contradiction.

Robin Winters, A Book about Colab (and Related Activities) (New York: Printed Matter, 2015),
77.
378
Schumann, 92; Bruce Ferguson and Jenny Holzer, “Wordsmith: An Interview with Jenny
Holzer,” Art in America 74, no. 12 (December 1986): 112. Holzer contributed her Inflammatory
Essays, colorful street posters bearing powerful statements drawn from speeches by Emma
Goldman, Rosa Luxembourg, Mao, Lenin, and others. The overall position was impossible
reconcile into one voice; their authorship was “emphatic but undecidable,” David Joselit writes,
suggesting that the statements have more in common with advertising than socialism. David
Joselit, “Voices, Bodies, and Spaces: The Art of Jenny Holzer,” in Jenny Holzer, ed. David
Joselit (London: Phaidon Press, 1998), 44. This work extended the line of inquiry opened by her
previous street posters, Truisms, which translated the lofty reading list assigned to Holzer in the
Whitney Independent Study Program in 1977-78 into a series of one-line pronouncements. Here,
too, a flurry of irreconcilable statements are presented in quick succession, with equal weight
assigned to each, with the aim of letting the reader be their own judge. (Diane Waldman and
Jenny Holzer, “Interview,” in Jenny Holzer (New York: Harry N. Abrams and the Solomon R.
Guggenheim Museum, 1989), 16. Holzer placed her posters in the lineage of Buren’s Ballets for
Manhattan, noting that they had “similar aspirations to do something in public.” Ferguson and
Holzer, “Wordsmith: An Interview with Jenny Holzer,” 111.
379
Madoff and Holzer, “Jenny Holzer Talks to Steven Henry Madoff.”
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The transition from 1979 to 1980 was described by one Colab member as “a hingemoment of change, from the nearly-bankrupt ghost town of the ‘70s, to the mad gold-rush
stampede of predatory real estate development” of the 1980s.380 For many artists, it felt like the
end times—or at least the end of an era.381 In the summer of 1979, President Jimmy Carter gave
a televised speech describing a nationwide “crisis of confidence” within the American public.
That fall, the largest-ever anti-nuclear demonstration in U.S. history took place in New York
City and a historic LGBT rights march descended on Washington. Before the year drew to a
close, global tensions reached a boiling point during the Iran hostage crisis. In the midst of this
tumult, a few months shy of a new decade, the newly-founded Offices of Fend, Fitzgibbon,
Holzer, Nadin, Prince, and Winters issued a manifesto: “The artist is an agency for the initiation
of function,” it began. The statement concretized the consulting firm’s aims and articulated their
conviction that art should, above all, be useful. This motive had already begun to take shape
within Colab—all but one of the Office’s founders were active members, and the latter group
met through the former.382 “The formation of a business partnership seemed to be a logical next
step,” Fend explained.383 The Offices were in agreement about their intention to offer services
rather than produce object-based works.384 They “meant to deliver art as a form of consultation
or service to non-art clients, certainly not collectors or museums,” Fend elaborated. The six
380

Becky Howland, in A Book about Colab, 108.
Peter Nadin, conversation with the author, August 3, 2017.
382
Prince was not a member of Colab. He later recalled that he wasn’t interested in alternative
spaces, but in what he considered “real spaces, i.e. commercial galleries.” Richard Prince, 5000
Artists Return to Artists Space, 124.
383
The Offices of Fend, Fitzgibbon, Holzer, Nadin, Prince & Winters, “Pleasure/Function”
(unpublished statement, n.d. [ca. 1980]), personal archive of David Amico, Los Angeles. The
author of the document, which adopts a collective voice, is not cited, but it is written in Fend’s
penmanship.
384
Peter Nadin, interview by Gideon D’Arcangelo, November 27, 1992, Christopher
D’Arcangelo Papers, Fales Archives and Special Collections, New York University, New York,
Series IV, Subseries B, Box 6, Media ID 264.0028.
381
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artists reasoned that, as artists, they could sell aesthetic insights in the same way a lawyer would
be consulted on matters of the law, and they modeled their operation on a law firm.385 They
rented an office on Broadway, set up a phone number, and printed letterhead and business cards
advertising their services. For them, participation in the commercial economy now seemed like
the most meaningful way to alter its operations from within.
In forthright and occasionally cryptic terms, The Offices’ founding statement calls for
artists to reimagine their relationship to the world around them and, more grandly, rethink the
organization of society as a whole. It articulates their intention to provide “professional artists
[sic] alternatives to professional problems.”386 They describe the agency as a “collective
reference” open to “appropriation by anyone.” Their concept bears striking similarities to
D’Arcangelo’s Functional Constructions, a collective structure that framed fabrication and
renovation jobs as conceptual art pieces.387 Like D’Arcangelo, The Offices understood that to be
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The Offices, “Pleasure/Function” (n.d. [ca. 1980]); Jonathan Crary, “Peter Fend’s Global
Architecture,” Arts Magazine 55.10 (June 1981): 152–53. Both Holzer and Fend had, at some
point, “wanted to be, or been pushed to be, lawyers.” Fend, Joselit, and Harrison, “A
Conversation with Peter Fend,” 118; Simon and Holzer, “Interview,” 16.
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The lack of an apostrophe on “artists” is likely accidental but creates an intriguing ambiguity
about whether the agency offers “professional artists’ alternatives” or whether the founders, as
artists, are being given an alternative to the problems of artistic professionalization by way of
their service. (The former seems more likely.) The Offices of Fend, Fitzgibbon, Holzer, Nadin,
Prince & Winters, “Pleasure/Function 1980” (unpublished statement, October 12, 1979),
personal archive of Coleen Fitzgibbon. Subsequent references to this statement refer to the same
source.
387
In a notebook entry planning the group, D’Arcangelo wrote that the group needed “a place,
and address for a business” and should have “all the parts of a normal business…Telephone[,]
letterhead.” He elaborated that “Members of the group will be represented by a list of names.
Any name can be put on the list by meeting the requirements of the group.” He noted, however,
that “this group will not have the normal financial connection to the [sacit? illegible] order.”
(Christopher D’Arcangelo, “The Group,” Undated note on Functional Constructions [likely 19778], Box 2, Folder 5, Series I, Christopher D’Arcangelo Papers.) The fully open structure
envisioned by D’Arcangelo has more in common with Colab, which billed itself as open to
anyone who attended meetings; the Offices seemed to suggest that the idea of their agency was
open to appropriation, but their membership was fixed.
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taken seriously as a “normal business,” not simply an artist project, they needed to secure the
trappings of a serious enterprise: a headquarters, a telephone, letterhead. Their chief difference is
that while D’Arcangelo’s concept entailed manual labor, The Offices intended to engage in the
cognitive labor of problem-solving and abstract thinking. The remainder of The Offices’
statement outlines their methods and aims in direct yet elliptical terms:
4.

The service can address itself to one particular problem and provide one
specific proposition.

5.

The proposition does not want to find itself in a position of negotiation.

6.

The position can establish a situation where it creates both a desire and a
threat.

7.

The desires and the threats to be notified Friday, December 14, 1979 are:
Referable constructs vs. Ideology
Articulation vs. Nominalism
Convertible appropriations vs. ‘Hours in a Library’388

The statement combines the slippery vagueness of corporate language with an analytic
bent inherited from Siegelaub-era conceptual art. “Referable constructs” and “convertible
appropriations,” the Offices’ bread and butter, are pitted against the comparatively immaterial
and obscure items “Ideology” and “Hours in a Library.” The final point of the manifesto states:
“8. Reasons are transparent,” inviting their claims to be interpreted at face value. What comes
through most clearly are the artists’ impatience with theoretical speculation rather than action;
their dissatisfaction with the status quo role of the artist as someone who produces primarily for
exhibition contexts; and their call to radically reenvision their relationship to the present system
by forming a consulting firm.
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The Offices of Fend, Fitzgibbon, Holzer, Nadin, Prince & Winters, “Pleasure/Function 1980”
(unpublished statement, October 12, 1979), personal archive of Coleen Fitzgibbon.
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Around this time, Holzer and Nadin wrote a call to arms titled “Here to There.” It was
sent out to their mailing list in December 1979 and printed in the 1980 issue of Spanner
magazine.389 The short, polemical articulated dissatisfaction with the status quo and vision for
change terms that echoed The Offices’ manifesto:
The present system deadens our sensibilities and threatens our well-being. Society
must be reworked so it is more responsive to our needs. It is not adequate to
expose social ills or to deal with problems symbolically or metaphorically. It is
realistic to act directly to propose and implement an improved order…. We
advocate integrating esthetics with practice to supply points of reference that will,
by force, better our position.
Holzer and Nadin express a frustration with strictly theoretical analysis as a way of creating
change; they instead emphasize the need for concrete action informed by artists’ insights but
extending beyond the art world. Nadin described this text, one of a series of collaborations
between him and Holzer at the time, as an experiment in “push[ing] language through the syntax
of advertising.”390 The stakes were political and social, but their tools of choice came from the
realms of fiction and advertising: the construction and manipulation of belief, choice, and
desire.391 These vectors were underexamined by an older generation of conceptual art and
institutional critique, and were now asserting themselves with new force.392 The Offices’s
examination of desire and belief is allied with the double agent tactics developed by Lawler in
Untitled (Black/White) and Untitled (Red/Blue)—her finessing of mastery. The Offices, too,
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Of the generation of institutional critique practitioners that emerged in the late 1960s, Hans
Haacke paid the most attention to these issues, but his approach focused on exposition rather
than manipulation.
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concern themselves with the instability of image and text, but they do so in order to build their
brand and leverage a grab bag of activities into a marketable business portfolio. Less concerned
with questioning meaning and mastery, they instead hoped to finesse a business deal and clinch a
contract.
In February 1980, the Offices’ ideas came to fruition in the collaborative exhibition
Pleasure/Function, staged at 616 South Broadway in Los Angeles, where Individual and
Collaborative Works by Nine Artists had taken place the previous summer, featuring work by
Holzer, Lawler, Nadin and others (fig. 2.4).393 In a letter to Amico, Holzer—the prime mover
behind the Offices—described the theme as “What one does / what to do in 1980.”394 Her letter
indicates that The Offices aimed to offer no less than “Plans for a New Society.”395 The show’s
flyer (fig. 2.5) took the form of a multipanel comic strip featuring the phrases “Avoid Useless
Work,” “Rework Anything,” and “Work for Yourself.” The Offices arrived in LA a week before
the show was to open, and spent the week preparing the exhibition. They logged some of their
insights in an enumerated list of polemical statements whose pithiness is evocative of Holzer’s
Truisms, Prince’s writing for REALLIFE magazine, and Fend’s agit-prop statements. Yet the list
trained its focus on the intersection of work and leisure:
You can work for yourself and go hungry.
You can get rid of your ego and still try to make lots of money.
You can live in a hotel and use the lobby as your living room.
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616 South Broadway was a loft exhibition space run by the artist David Amico that had
previously staged the exhibition Individual and Collaborative Works by Nine Artists (June 23–
July 18, 1979), which included work by Holzer, Lawler, and Nadin. This encounter laid the
groundwork for Holzer to approach Amico with the proposal for an exhibition with The Offices.
394
Fend’s recalls that Holzer was the primary organizing force behind The Offices; this is
corroborated by correspondence with Amico laying the groundwork for Pleasure/Function.
Jenny Holzer, Letter to David Amico, August 21, 1979, personal archive of David Amico. Fend,
Joselit, and Harrison, “A Conversation with Peter Fend,” 118.
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Jenny Holzer, Letter to David Amico, August 21, 1979, personal archive of David Amico.
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You can go to parties and openings and circulate and use conversation as a basis
for what you do.
You can admit that hours in a library has [sic] affected your credibility.
You can’t work for yourself until your consider yourself a client.
You can’t administer discipline just to make your own life easier.
You can’t neutralize your ego when you fear not being recorded.396
Together, the aphorisms register an entrepreneurial spirit that combines a collectivist ethos (“get
rid of your ego”) with a decidedly postfordist bent (“circulate and use conversation as a basis for
what you do;” “consider yourself a client”). The Offices merged the Manifesto Show’s
experiments with political rhetoric with the language of corporatism, self-management, and
leisure. They framed their activities in transactional terms: “the customer,” “the proposition,”
“the agency.” The document teeters on the edge between satire and serious.
Likewise, the premise of Pleasure/Function reflected the artists’ nascent conviction that
there should be no “sharp bifurcation of work and play, of creation and recreation, of duty then
leisure.”397 This imperative was put into practice at the site of the exhibition itself, a live/work
space rented by the artist David Amico: it was hung with works of art by members of the
Offices, but it doubled as their temporary living space and as the setting for a public event that
sought to “transfer” the exhibition to the public. (The reverse of their business card, which
doubled as an invitation, read:
Fend, Fitzgibbon, Holzer, Nadin, Prince & Winters invite you to tell us what you
want, what to do, so that you can take over the Pleasure/Function show by
Saturday, February 9, 1980, 8:00 PM.
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David Amico and The Offices of Fend, Fitzgibbon, Holzer, Nadin, Prince & Winters, “Notes
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During the four-week run of the show, the artists also shared their views on a local call-in radio
show and served as visiting artists at nearby colleges, cannily offering themselves as a “package
deal.” Amico’s loft was located in a neighborhood of Los Angeles home to a large Hispanic
community, and at one event, The Offices hosted a bilingual information session with an
immigration lawyer and distributed pamphlets with information relating to housing and
immigration. In an era when images and texts were more than a browser tab away, making such
information available was itself a political act, Nadin recalls.398 All told, the exhibition
functioned as an umbrella for a mixed bag of engagements with a wide variety of interlocutors.
Upon returning to New York, the Offices advertised their consulting portfolio in the
March 1980 issue of REALLIFE magazine (fig. 2.6). The heading, in all capital letters and italics,
conveys a sense of urgency: WE ALL KNOW WHAT THE PROBLEMS ARE, BUT WHO NOW MEETS THEM
DIRECTLY?

Underneath, the text reads, in rather Potemkin fashion, “LOS ANGELES was our first

client. From January 25 to February 25, we heard inquiries from and recommended changes for
the Los Angeles region. We worked with these clients.” Various local entities are listed below: a
library, a radio station, universities, a marine development corporation, engineers, architects, and
even a balloonist. The Offices claims to have advised on matters related to artistic practice,
working conditions, infrastructure, and the environment. The list appears impressive, and
deliberately so. It was meant to solicit new clients. But, reading between the lines, the
advertisement doubles as a canny rebranding of the artists’ visit to Los Angeles. The activities
surrounding their exhibition at an informal artist-run space—a call-in radio show, some visitingartist gigs, and a handful of conversations with local professionals—are artfully transformed into
a formidable portfolio of work experience. The Offices also hosted a reception at their New York
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office and an event at 112 Workshop (112 Greene Street) where they offered to “answer
questions and discuss public policy” billed as “MOMENT OF TRUTH (with drinks).” This was part
of their consultation for the SoHo artist-run space. In many ways it resembled an exhibition, but
a flyer described it as “an exposition of our services along with opportunities for individual
inquiries.” Rhetoric, and framing were crucial to maintaining The Offices’ insistence that they
were operating as consultants rather than artists.399 They knew how to finesse the language.
As a way of sharing its business acumen with new clients, the Offices assembled a
dossier that compiled some of its insights into how to turn “existing elements into better
configurations.”400 Its contents evidence each member’s distinctive voice, which chime in to
articulate the group’s overarching aim—namely, the “functional rearrangement” of existing
structures—under the banner of their signature letterhead. For example, Prince proposed turning
112 Greene Street into a “Changing Station,” a clubhouse open from 10 p.m. to 6 a.m. and
outfitted with comfortable booths, newspapers, free coffee, jukeboxes, showers, and bathrooms.
(It inadvertently recalls Rodchenko’s 1925 proposal for the USSR Workers Club, which intended
to offer a collective after-work space for leisure and edification.401) Fitzgibbon proposed a
revised first amendment, “First Amendment 1980,” which would make all forms of media —
“including present and future technologies such as TV broadcast, cable or satellite, radio, mail,
printing and copy, schools, libraries, museums, and all public funded spaces etc.”)—into “public
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utilities owned and controlled by and for the people.”402 The Offices’ marriage of abstract
thought and text-based work with political critique and suggestions for concrete change marry
the sensibility of early conceptual art with the praxis of institutional critique, articulated through
DIY and agit-prop strategies revived by Colab in the late 1970s. The overarching aim of the
dossier’s proposals is to reimagine reality through a radical, utopian lens.
After Pleasure/Function, Fend took stock of The Offices’ accomplishments in a letter to
Amico: “We got a lawyer. We got a lot of response. We got a couple of European plug-ins and a
deal, within 2 1/2 weeks, at 112 Greene St.” In the wake of these accomplishments, he wrote,
“All members of the Office agree that we should concentrate on getting capital, cash flow, big
bucks. Why be impotent and be amusing?”403 The Offices managed to leverage their portfolio
into a meeting with the International Labor Organization and perhaps even the United Nations
(the participants’ recollections vary).404 Beyond that, the most concrete outcome of their work
may have been their consultation for 112 Workshop (112 Greene Street), which, thanks to the
Offices’ rebranding, was known thereafter as White Columns. However, after just a few months
of activity back in New York, the firm dissolved on account of internal disagreements about,
among other things, whether to register as a nonprofit organization or a for-profit corporation.
Holzer wanted to set up a non-profit, but Fend became convinced, after consulting a lawyer, that
402
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The Offices needed to become “crystallized in a proper firm”—a for-profit corporation—or else
they would just be playing “the same art game.”405 The dispute speaks to the times. The Offices
resuscitated the historical avant-garde aim of using art to reorganize everyday life, but did so
amidst the rise of neoliberalism. Legal, administrative, and rhetorical structures became the
weapons on this battleground.
Although the Offices’ short lifespan and limited achievements could be seen as
indications of yet another failure of avant-garde ideals, a longer view brings its significance into
focus. The collective structure incubated the shared concerns of six individual artists—Fend,
Fitzgibbon, Holzer, Nadin, Prince, and Winters—whose subsequent work brought those concerns
to fruition in highly distinctive ways. The Offices constituted a moment of convergence among
six actors who subsequently fanned out in very different directions. Fend and Fitzgibbon, for
example, founded the Ocean Earth Construction and Development Corporation, an independent
satellite monitoring and analysis service that counted Holzer, Jonathan Crary, and Paul Sharits as
three of its stakeholders.406 More broadly, the Offices articulated a vision for artists’ labor that
went beyond Minimalism’s apparent alliance with blue-collar fabricators and Conceptualism’s
art of paperwork, forging a new identity for artists as entrepreneurs of ideas. This archetype
circulated far beyond the New York art world—it became the key protagonist of a new labor
paradigm.
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Artist-managers
According to Nadin, capital stepped into the void created by artists’ questioning of
institutional and intellectual authority in the late 1970s.407 At this moment, the ascendancy of
neoliberalism refashioned all realms of American life into a live/work space in which the
boundaries between private and public became difficult to sustain. In this sense, the Offices’
1980 proposal to “Avoid Useless Work / Work for Yourself / Rework Anything”—implicit also
in the contemporaneous activities of A Picture Is No Substitute—can be seen as a blueprint for
the flexible, adaptable, creative work that came to define the postfordist information economy.408
As the political theorist Wendy Brown has written, this was a time when financial institutions
were deregulated in the service of a free-market economy, social services were diminished and
privatized, and working conditions for the majority of Americans became increasingly
precarious. The result was intensified inequality and economic havoc, heightened
commercialization, and closer ties between corporations and the state.409 The abiding
significance of the Offices’ and A Picture Is No Substitute’s short-lived activities lies in their
uncanny prescience: they were both symptom and diagnosis of their times.
The stagnation of the American economy beginning in 1973 marked the end of three
decades of prosperity. This led to a loss of faith in government and economic regulation and
paved the way for the neoliberal economic policies, conservative politics, and business-friendly
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climate of the decade that followed.410 The early 1980s were marked by a renewed culture of
individualism that emerged in tandem with the transition into a deregulated economy. As
manufacturing jobs and the labor unions that had protected them evaporated, individual
entrepreneurship was seen as a new source of wealth. By 1980, 70% of Americans worked in the
service sector; such jobs were generally compensated with lower wages, fewer benefits, and
greater precarity than those in the manufacturing sector.411 This led to decreasing standards of
living for the working and middle classes, increased income inequality, and a concentration of
wealth among society’s ruling classes.412 The dominance of free-market values as a cure-all for
political and social as well as economic problems persisted in the decades that followed,
remaking the political and economic landscape of the United States. The egalitarian values of the
1960s and 70s remained strong, but competition in the marketplace was viewed by
neoliberalism’s advocates as the best way to achieve equality.413
Art was implicated in these shifts in multiple ways. For one thing, its role as a tool of
financial speculation became institutionalized and entrenched. Lawler’s 1981-82 photographs of
artworks in corporate and private collections (discussed in Chapter 3) were an early
acknowledgment of this development. Citibank art advisory, a pioneer in not only advising art
collectors on purchases but enabling them to use their collections as collateral for loans, was
founded by Jeffrey Deitch (formerly of John Weber Gallery, and an early champion of
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D’Arcangelo’s work) in 1979.414 After 1975, corporations began amassing art collections with
unprecedented enthusiasm.415 Art also became a prop for corporations who sought to frame
themselves as progressive, free-thinking, creative entities, and acted as a “good-will umbrella”
on the public relations front.416 A 1977 Philip Morris ad in Art in America, for example, boasted
about their sponsorship of Native American Art exhibitions: “In our business, individual
imagination, individual innovativeness, individual creativity are more necessary today than ever
before. They probably are in your business, too. Sponsorship of art that forcefully reminds us of
that, and of where we came from, and where we still must be, is not patronage. It’s a business
and human necessity.”417 The ad invited any readers interested in corporate sponsorship of the
arts to write to the chairman of the company’s board. Here, the ethos of what was then nation’s
largest tobacco company appears to be in perfect alignment with the individualism and creativity
evoked by the arts. This was continuous with the role of the artist within the neoliberal cultural
imaginary—as a free thinker, disrupter, and innovator.
The quintessential protagonist of the neoliberal labor paradigm was the artist-manager,
often called the “project head” in 1990s management discourse. The term designates a
freewheeling entrepreneurial type who has traded in his suit, desktop computer, and office
hierarchy for jeans, a laptop, and a horizontal “team.” The parallels between the “project head”
and the Offices’ image of the artist are striking: both are cast as charismatic, visionary leaders
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valued for their creativity, flexibility, and adaptability.418 They excel at visual and verbal
communication.419 They take on work on a short-term “project basis,” likely juggling multiple
gigs simultaneously. Public reputation and personal relationships are of paramount importance in
securing work, which often develops informally and is framed as a mutually beneficial
“collaboration” transcending conventional hierarchies.420 These individuals favor fulfilling,
“authentic” work that promises to lead to personal development and greater self-knowledge. For
them, the line between business and personal relationships blurs: if you are your own boss, you
are never at work, but never not working.421
Indeed, from the present standpoint, it is clear that capitalism responded to the critiques
of May ‘68 simply by absorbing them. A rising tide of individualism and entrepreneurship,
coupled with skepticism of government regulation and labor unions, cemented this new
paradigm by the late 1970s, leading to the growth of an increasingly vulnerable population
working on freelance or short-term contracts.422 At the same time, the support previously offered
by social services decreased. Employers and the state called on workers to live with ever-greater
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uncertainty.423 As the sociologist Maurizio Lazzarato has observed, “The work on the self
preached by management since the 1980s [has] become an injunction to take upon oneself the
costs and risks of the economic and financial disaster.”424 This was hardly the freedom from
alienated labor envisioned by the artists and intellectuals of May ’68. Rather, it heralded the new
regime of the never-ending workday.
I understand the relationship between the status quo and countercultural critique through
the concept of hegemony, first theorized by Antonio Gramsci and later elaborated by Stuart Hall,
Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, Dick Hebdige, and others. Gramsci describes hegemony as
a “moving equilibrium” of forces through which power can be reproduced or sustained, but also
manipulated and changed.425 In his landmark 1979 analysis Subculture: The Meaning of Style,
Dick Hebdige uses the concept of hegemony to analyze how countercultural movements are
subject both to commodification and to ideological incorporation by the status quo. Chantal
Mouffe describes this process as “hegemony through neutralization” and “passive revolution”: “a
situation where demands which challenge the hegemonic order are recuperated by the existing
system by satisfying them in a way that neutralizes their subversive potential.”426 The theory of
hegemony frames the relationship between power and resistance as porous, relational, and
subject to change. It offers an account of how change can take place gradually, from within a
system itself, rather than through a dramatic revolutionary break. Following this logic, the
assimilation of critique or resistance (also known as “counterhegemonic” strategies, insofar as
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they go against the existing distribution of power) into the hegemonic order does not mark their
complicity or their failure. Rather, cooptation and incorporation become a means of producing
change, albeit a modest one. This is the logic of finesse.
As Michel Foucault proposed in his lectures at the Collège de France, Paris, in 1978–79,
neoliberalism’s quintessential move is the transformation of all relations into economic
relations.427 The neoliberal subject understands herself primarily in economic terms—as human
capital, an “entrepreneur of the self.”428 Individuals must develop a portfolio of activities,
position themselves competitively, and continually appreciate in cultural capital in order to keep
pace. “As human capital, the subject is at once in charge of itself, responsible for itself, yet an
instrumentalizable and potentially dispensable element of the whole,” Brown writes. If one fails
or falls behind, blame is placed on the individual subject, if one succeeds, this is credited to the
company or state.429 Today, this mode has become axiomatic, especially in the realm of art. The
new labor economy is defined by self-management, investing in oneself, and building a
“personal brand.” Brown posits that “this figure of the human as an ensemble of entrepreneurial
and investment capital is evident on every college and job application, every package of study
strategies, every internship, every new exercise and diet program.”430 Those who work in socalled creative fields experience this phenomenon most acutely. In Brown’s account, the
soixante-huitards’ call for authentic, individualized work and products found its counterpart in
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the capitalization of previously uncommodified spheres and practices: affect, emotion, and
service.431
From this perspective, there seems to be no better model for the neoliberal paradigm—in
both art and life—than the mode of artistic labor pioneered by the Offices. The venture was
groundbreaking for its entrepreneurialization of the figure of the artist. It efforts moved beyond
Warhol, who embraced the “factory” model so as to maximize production, and Siegelaub, who
harnessed publicity to market art as pure idea: those precedents revised the criteria of what
constituted a work of art but left intact the divide between producer and work. The Offices
aspired to eliminate that distinction by turning their perspectives and actions into the product
itself. To do so, they forged new forms of collectivity and carved out contexts for their work
beyond the gallery and museum system. The Offices pursued this rather directly, seeking to
monetize its “aesthetic services” by working as a consultant for clients outside the art world. Its
mark of success in remaking artists’ roles in society would have been participation in an
economy beyond the art market. The project signaled the paramount role that cultural capital, of
which artists had long been the standard bearers, would soon assume in the broader economy.
The Offices’ entrepreneurial efforts unwittingly created a mold for the neoliberal subject
at a time when the notions of autonomy, creativity, and adaptability still held utopian promise.432
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In 1980, Fend imagined that artists’ proclivity for self-organization would lay the groundwork
for a new kind of economy: “Artists become model workers in a world run by non-workers. . . .
The artists with experience in artist-run centers and artist-run exhibitions, magazines and filmvideo productions, now organized in The Offices, presage a society of worker-run ventures and
productions—of worker-run economy.”433 Despite this foresight, he did not account for the
extent to which this spirit of autonomy would be used against its advocates. The decades that
followed witnessed the metabolization of the Offices’ proposals about work into mainstream
discourse and into the information economy of the twenty-first century. As such, these artists’
vision for how artistic labor could function within society at large was absorbed into “real life”
far more thoroughly than they could have imagined—though not necessarily on their terms or to
their benefit.

His gesture moved us to tears
The year after the Offices folded, Louise Lawler and Sherrie Levine launched A Picture
Is No Substitute for Anything—a conceptual umbrella for a sundry mix of events and exhibitions
that they hosted between February 1981 and the summer of 1982. Whereas the Offices had posed
as a consulting firm, A Picture Is No Substitute for Anything simulated a public relations
apparatus. The group’s name was lifted from a 1962 written exchange (first published in 1981)
between the artist Carl Andre and the avant-garde filmmaker-photographer Hollis Frampton. In
one dialogue, Frampton wagered that “a photograph is no substitute for anything.”434 Lawler and
Levine adapted the expression, changing “photograph” to “picture”—a word with significant
433
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cachet at the time thanks to the 1977 exhibition Pictures, curated by Douglas Crimp at Artists
Space. The new “pictures” sensibility, according to Crimp, was characterized by the
appropriation of everyday images from mass media and popular culture by artists who recast
their meanings through photography, film, and painting. This amounted to a radical reappraisal
of modernist notions of authorship and representation, and certainly loosened the structure of
what an artistic practice could be, effectively laying the groundwork for postmodernism in the
visual arts.435 Frampton seemed to anticipate the rise of appropriation when, in another of his
exchanges with Andre, he wrote that “To use an image is to make another.”436 Lawler and
Levine may have spliced “pictures” into Frampton’s phrase for the ambiguities the word now
conjured. In his analysis of the moniker, Owens invoked the art historian Ernst Gombrich, who
wrote that “All art is ‘image making’ and all image making is the creation of substitutes.”437 The
result—A Picture Is No Substitute for Anything438—thus pointed to the inadequacy, or limits, of
representation, a theme explored in Frampton’s films as well as in Lawler and Levine’s own art.
The phrase could also be interpreted to mean that appropriation generates something new of its
own—that a Sherrie Levine picture is no substitute for a Walker Evans photograph, for example,
so claims about intellectual property are moot. They may look alike, but their meaning is wholly
distinct.
The question of representation conjured by Lawler and Levine’s moniker similarly
preoccupied Krauss, Crimp, and Owens. In the pages of October between 1978 and 1981, the
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three critics published groundbreaking theories of postmodernism that were influenced by
French poststructuralism (especially the work of Roland Barthes, Jacques Derrida, Michel
Foucault, and Jean Baudrillard). Representation, particularly through the medium of
photography, became key to their theorization of postmodernism. “We are not in search of
sources or origins,” Crimp wrote in his 1979 Pictures essay, “but of structures of signification:
underneath each picture there is always another picture.”439 In “Photography ‘en Abyme’,”
(Summer 1978), Owens wrote, “The photograph is mistaken for the reality for which it is
nevertheless only a substitute.”440 Two years later, in “The Photographic Activity of
Postmodernism” (Winter 1980), Crimp wagered that “The desire of representation exists only
insofar as it can never be fulfilled, insofar as the original always be deferred. It is only in the
absence of the original that representation may take place.”441 The October critics’ theorization
of postmodernism was premised on a critique of modernism’s claims to originality, uniqueness,
and medium specificity. In addition to Barthes’s and Derrida’s poststructuralist elaborations of
semiotics, which figure more centrally as references for Crimp, Krauss, and Owens, the writings
of Baudrillard loom large in any consideration of images as substitutes in the postmodern era. In
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Simulation and Simulacra (1981), he argues that postmodernism marks the implosion of longheld distinctions such as reality and representation, original and copy. The book was not
translated into English until 1994, but Baudrillard’s ideas circulated secondhand within the New
York art world in the early 1980s and were widely cited by artists and critics.442 In 1981, Lawler
and Levine weighed in on this debate through their own pithy catchphrase—A Picture Is No
Substitute for Anything. Against Owens and Crimp’s poststructuralist proclamations, Lawler and
Levine expressed skepticism that a picture might be an adequate stand-in for anything.
Lawler recalled that A Picture Is No Substitute came into being “at a time when there
wasn’t much question about whether to show in a gallery—I mean, no one was asking us to
show.” She and Levine decided to take matters into their own hands: “[D]eclaring our own
gallery was also a way of showing that a gallery isn’t just a showcase; it’s also what’s on display.
We weren’t being subsumed as part of a gallery; we were the gallery,” she explained.443 The selfinitiated structure allowed the artists to pursue idiosyncratic lines of inquiry into the vagaries of
niche contexts without having to justify or explain their choices to a curator or a dealer. “Our
self-financed venture was a lot like Judy Garland and Mickey Rooney putting on a show in the
backyard,” Levine reminisced.444 By imagining household names performing for a domestic
audience, her analogy overlays the intimacy of a private home onto the hypervisibility of
celebrity culture.
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At a time when Lawler and Levine were working at the relative margins of the
institutionally-sanctioned art world, they became fascinated by the conventions and codes
governing how art is circulated and displayed across different contexts. What distinguished a
downtown artist-run space from, say, a gallery on East Fifty-Seventh Street, or a museum like
the Modern? And what would it mean to scramble their codes? Through A Picture Is No
Substitute, the artists made the secondary aspects of the art world—the drafting of guest lists,
sending out of invitations, hosting of receptions—the main subject and substance of their work.
They staged one-night salon-style events at informal venues that often contrasted starkly with the
formal style of their letterpress announcements (which Lawler describes as “consistent [and]
conservative.”)445 Lawler and Levine’s individual practices in the years prior to their
collaboration hint at the methods they would employ as a duo: the use of cheap, circulable forms
like matchbooks and publications, and the appropriation and repurposing of outmoded cultural
forms.446 Rather than simply appropriating and recontextualizing images—which could be
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Lawler in Buskirk et al., “Interviews with Sherrie Levine, Louise Lawler, and Fred Wilson,”
106.
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Lawler used her photographic and graphic design skills to create publicity materials for
friends and colleagues: she designed a new logo for Artists Space for her contribution to the
catalogue of the four-person exhibition curated by Janelle Reiring (1978), and created handsome
green-lettered business card for Dan Graham before a trip to Japan (1979). For Lawrence
Weiner’s short film Passage to the North (1981), she made a foil-stamped promotional
matchbook and took publicity stills that were published in the Colab-affiliated magazine Benzene
(Summer/Fall 1981). (One of the four black-and-white photographs is notably cropped into a
distinctive diamond form.) Lawler also created a trio of matchbooks stamped with the words no
smoking (1980)—a paradoxical injunction, given the object’s most ready application. (The
matchbooks were advertised as “three books for one dollar” and sold at Printed Matter along
with “various words, dingbats, clichés.” Louise Lawler, personal archive. (The printshop’s
refusal to print the message resulted in Lawler buying her own press to do the job herself. Sven
Lütticken, “'Not Stone’: Acting in and with Louise Lawler’s Pictures,” in Louise Lawler:
adjusted, ed. Philipp Kaiser (Cologne and Munich: Museum Ludwig and Prestel Verlag, 2013),
131–43.) In 1980, Lawler, Levine, and Kruger collaborated on a centerfold for the Franklin
Furnace newsletter The Flue, which adapted a short story by Alberto Moravia from the book
Bought and Sold in the form of a broadsheet, and sandwiched it between the phrases “What do
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understood as the hallmark strategy of Pictures artists—A Picture Is No Substitute also recast
situations and social codes. Their immaterial services—generating buzz, summoning an
audience, constructing ambience—were premised on their ability to understand and manipulate
cultural cues; in short, on their cultural capital. The time-bound, “you-had-to-be-there” quality of
their gestures allies A Picture Is No Substitute’s activities more with conceptual and performance
art’s fleeting gestures than with the image-based work of the Pictures set.447
While Colab had embraced its scrappy, outsider status, and The Offices adopted an allbusiness approach as a cover for an avant-gardist agenda for radical systemic change, A Picture
Is No Substitute positioned itself with greater proximity to power, yet hovered deliberately in the
margins. Lawler and Levine’s collaborative work circles around and draws from the history of
modernism, the utopian visions of the 20th-century avant-gardes, and heroic and romantic models
of authorship—all of which, by 1980, had come to seem rather quaint to them. Yet they engage
with these canonical modes not to overtly critique, dismiss, or condescend to them. Instead, their
work has a quiet, elegiac quality. They revisit and revive in order to pay their respects and bid
farewell, with mixed feelings, to a mode whose time had come—after having led a long,
prosperous life. “We no longer have the naïve optimism in art’s capacity to change political

we own?” and “What is the same?” That same year, Levine appropriated a snippet of the same
short story—a paragraph describing the protagonist witnessing the primal scene as a child—and
claimed it as her own autobiography (Sherrie Levine, unpublished statement, 1980, qtd. in
Crimp, “The Photographic Activity of Postmodernism,” 98.) In 1981, Lawler took a dramatic
black-and-white photograph of a matchbook stamped with the words WHY PICTURES NOW resting
in a hotel ashtray; it was subsequently published on the back cover of De Appel magazine in
1982. These strategies, which put seemingly marginal objects at the center of their practices,
attest to the artist’s fascination with the cultural codes that structure the meaning of an object or
image, be it a matchbook or a fine art photograph. Lawler and Levine’s early works contain the
seeds of the artists’ subsequent exploration and testing of the terms of authorship, originality, and
value.
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Douglas Crimp, in his 1979 version of “Pictures,” wrote: “It can be said quite literally of the
art of the seventies that ‘you had to be there.’” Crimp, “Pictures,” Spring 1979, 77.
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systems—an aspiration that many Modernist projects shared,” Levine later reflected. “As
Postmodernists we find that simple faith very moving, but our relationship to that simplicity is
necessarily complex.”448 Her account describes a conflicted relationship with the past. This
complexity, I argue, derives not only from their understanding of the mixed fates of avant-garde
ideas in the 20th century, but also from the movements’ failure to make space for women (to say
nothing of people of color) as equal collaborators in their vision for a radically reconfigured
future. Lawler and Levine’s relationship to older models of artmaking and the mythic figure of
the artist was colored by the knowledge that there would not have been a place for them, and
other marked bodies, in those histories. As Owens wrote, channeling Barthes, “the privileges
reserved for the author in our society are distinctly masculine prerogatives; the relation of an
artist to his work is that of a father to his children.” 449 Unlike their male peers and predecessors,
Owens observes, the women associated with the Pictures sensibility didn’t adopt a melancholic
view of the death the author. Rather, making “illegitimate works…which lack the inscription of
the Father (the Law)” became “a distinctly feminist gesture,” he writes. I argue that Lawler and
Levine’s projects as A Picture Is No Substitute are not entirely unmelancholic, but that their
work is characterized by an elegiac tone that exploits the opportunities and possibilities opened
up by the demise of the modernist paradigm more so than it laments its passing.
A Picture Is No Substitute’s proximity to power—including the skyrocketing visibility of
many of their Pictures-affiliated peers, and their close connections to the October critics—
afforded them a unique position as participant-observers of a rapidly changing scene. The pair
weren’t complete outsiders, yet they deliberately operated at a slight remove from the center of
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the action, at times hiding in plain sight. The exhibition Amalgam, which opened at Castelli
Graphics (the print arm of Leo Castelli Gallery) in November 1980, offers a case in point. The
invitation featured Levine’s name stacked between the likes of Richard Artschwager, Jasper
Johns, Ellsworth Kelly, Roy Lichtenstein, Robert Rauschenberg, James Rosenquist, Richard
Serra, and Cy Twombly—boldface names from the gallery’s roster. Lawler’s name was, by
contrast, conspicuously absent, although she too had contributed a work to the show: Open
(1980), a photograph of an open book cropped in a circle (fig. 2.7).450 The photograph’s round
form, mounted in a rectangular frame, draws attention to the fact that something is missing—this
is a photograph of a book, and every line of the text is truncated and subordinated to the shape of
the frame. The unusual shape accentuates “the cut”— the act of selection and exclusion
embedded in the creation of any image.451 Similarly, Lawler’s choice to replace her own name
with “Anonymous” drew attention to the fact that a key aspect of an artwork—its authorship—
had been effaced. (By contrast, the names of the other artists were listed on the wall in 1” high
press type. It was this ostentatious display choice that inspired Lawler to request to participate in
the exhibition; from the start, she planned to appear under the name Anonymous, in the company
of a star-studded roster presented with a prominence that bordered on gaudiness.452 Notably,
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The same book, the same book, Alberto Moravia’s Bought and Sold, appeared in Kruger,
Lawler, and Levine’s collaboration on The Flue centerfold mentioned in note 183. The story,
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This piece is related to another work that Lawler had wanted to do at Castelli Gallery, a
performance-based piece in which actors would replace all the members of the staff. It would be
advertised in Variety as “Matinee: Leo Castelli Gallery.” Diane Keaton agreed to play the role
that Lawler occupied when she worked there, sitting behind the desk and managing the slide
library. Lawler and Crimp, “Prominence Given, Authority Taken,” 81. It also recalls
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Lawler worked behind the desk at Castelli from 1974-77, and it was her insider access to the
gallery that afforded the opportunity to comment on its economy of visibility from within.453
If Lawler was an insider downtown, she took the role of interloper uptown when she
invited her list of contacts to an evening at Swan Lake (with “tickets available at the box office”)
a few months later.454 Lawler’s unauthorized invitation had the effect of creating an audience
within an audience; it generated a different frame for a public performance, perceptible only to
the members of an art-world in-group. Lawler’s invitees’ were invisibly embedded within the
general public at Lincoln Center. As the curator Douglas Eklund observed more recently,
“Lawler’s gesture recast the quintessential uptown ‘elitist’ event as a conspiratorial, wittily
invisible infiltration of a black-tie audience with double agents.”455 Two kinds of cultural capital
abutted here: one, of downtown artists viewing the performance through the prism of a peer’s
invitation, and the other, of an uptown crowd habituated to an evening at the ballet.456 Among
the handful of friends who joined Lawler for Swan Lake were Levine, the artist Allan
McCollum, and the writers (and avowed balletomanes) Crimp and Owens.457 A photo taken by
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exhibition at Artists Space discussed in Chapter 1.
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455
Eklund, Pictures Generation, p. 258.
456
The term “cultural capital” was introduced by the sociologist Pierre Bourdieu to describe the
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in J. F. Richardson, ed., Handbook of a Theory of Research in the Sociology of Education, trans.
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(Brooklyn and Chicago: Dancing Foxes Press and University of Chicago Press, 2016). The
interplay of inclusion and exclusion implied by the invitation was further complicated by the fact
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Lawler that evening reveals that the group sat together in the fourth ring side arms, which were
the seats favored by Crimp and Owens for their combination of affordability and view (fig.
2.8).458 The steep angle of approach emphasized floor patterns and the interplay of volumes in
space, albeit slightly obstructed by heads and railing. “[M]y entire formative experience of
Balanchine’s ballets was from an oblique angle high up,” Crimp recalls. “This obliquity is what
allowed [Owens and me] to reframe Balanchine, to release him from the neoclassical purity that
would cordon him off from our other interests at the time, foremost among them what came to be
called postmodern theory.”459 An oblique angle of approach would also come to characterize
Lawler’s subsequent photographic work, documenting artworks installed in museums, homes,
and offices. They dramatize the peculiar mobility of artworks across different spheres, a mobility
that is mirrored by the role of the artist as social and class chameleon—someone who might be
called upon to hobnob at a black-tie gala with board members and donors at the same time that
she might struggle to pay her rent by piecing together wage labor jobs. Lawler’s oblique angle,
through its diagonal approach, offers an unforeseen view.460 By inviting her peers to an evening
at Swan Lake, Lawler mimes the move by which art institutions invite the company of artists in
order to inject an event that might seem fusty or overly transactional with a veneer of cultural
that the date Lawler had selected, Thursday, January 22, apparently conflicted with a cocktail
party hosted by the art dealer Janelle Reiring of Metro Pictures. (Eklund, The Pictures
Generation, 1974-1984, 258.) Owens and Crimp were regulars at the ballet at the time, attending
two or three nights a week during both seasons. (Douglas Crimp, email to the author, August 29,
2017.)
458
Lawler created a paperweight featuring a photograph of the ballet Chaconne as a gift for
Crimp, titled Taken on the Same Night as “Swan Lake” (1981). In fact, the photograph was
taken on a different night. Douglas Crimp, email to the author, August 29, 2017.
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Michael Leja’s description of looking askance as “a way of looking and a way of thinking
about looking” offers a useful model for thinking about this gaze, which I take up in greater
detail in Chapter 3. Michael Leja, Looking Askance  : Skepticism and American Art from Eakins
to Duchamp (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004), 12.
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capital (a term developed by Pierre Bourdieu to describe a combination of taste, comportment,
and cultural knowledge that organizes social relations).461 Her work with Levine hinges on the
fact that artists are the wellsprings of cultural capital, and this allows them to appropriate
preexisting materials—whether an evening at the ballet, a promotional matchbook, or another
artist’s work—and invest them with new meanings. Through their visual and textual
appropriations, Lawler and Levine (along with their Pictures peers) incorporated this insight as
the generative principle of their work.
A few months after the evening at Swan Lake, the pair sent out handwritten invitations to
a Sunday afternoon reception at the studio of the late Dimitry Merinoff, a Russian-American
painter who worked in isolation from the New York art world despite living in the city for more
than two decades. They were, perhaps, drawn to Merinoff’s work for its forlorn air: the older
artist received little recognition during his lifetime. His work was only exhibited posthumously,
at Washburn Gallery on 57th Street in 1979—a show that probably hardly registered within
Lawler and Levine’s downtown scene. Merinoff represented an older model of the artist as a
romantic wanderer who found inspiration in nature and in the materials of his craft. A review of
the exhibition in Art in America began by describing Merinoff’s certainty, from a young age, that
he would become an artist. He was driven by “a sense of mission and mysticism that is perhaps
peculiarly Russian,” the critic suggested, and overcame a “severe midlife crisis” by finding
inspiration in branches and twigs collected long walks in the woods and coastline of Watermill,
New York. “They coalesced a life-long love of, and communion with, nature,” and he
transformed them by affixing them to canvas and painting them with raw pigments that he had
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mixed himself,” the critic elaborated.462 Merinoff’s studio perhaps appealed to Lawler and
Levine because of the distance between his approach and their own. The reception they staged
was both an homage and a belated elegy—not only to the artist, but to a romantic model of
artistic production into whose coffin conceptual art had hammered the final nail. Since his death
in 1971, Merinoff’s tiny studio near Union Square had been flawlessly preserved by his widow.
Lawler and Levine’s guests sipped Dubonnet and took in Merinoff’s gestural, figurative
paintings in the afternoon light. The aperitif’s ruby hue matched the vermillion and scarlet
pigments favored by Merinoff in his last body of work, which hung on the studio’s walls. Credo,
a painting from the series that had been shown a few years prior in the posthumous Washburn
show, bore a French inscription: “Je suis moi-même la matière de ma peinture” [“I am myself
the substance of my painting”].463 The Art in America critic, noting that “Merinoff often wrote
down his thoughts in French,” acknowledged that his credo “sounds a bit naïve, perhaps, but one
knows he means it.”464 Merinoff’s Credo, as well as the Art in America review, reinforced the
old-fashioned notion that art might be an authentic expression of the self—a view of artistic
creation that neo-expressionist painters such as Julian Schnabel were vigorously attempting to
revive in the early 1980s.465 The agenda of such artists’ dramatic, gestural, emotive work
contrasted starkly with Lawler and Levine’s, whose subsequent activities reveal a deep
skepticism toward the idea of a direct link between interiority and appearance. In “Appropriating
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Appropriation” (1982), Crimp interpreted the Merinoff studio reception as a gesture of
appropriation art akin to her appropriations of works by Edward Weston, Walker Evans, Egon
Schiele, and others: “Only Levine has been canny enough to appropriate painting whole, in its
material form, by staging, in collaboration with Louise Lawler, an exhibition at/of the studio of
the late painter Dimitry Merinoff.”466 In this sense, it extended her inquiry into the politics of
ownership undergirding artistic production, including, in Crimp’s analysis, “the appropriation by
Weston of classical sculptural style; the appropriation by [Robert] Mapplethorpe of Weston’s
style; the appropriation by institutions of high art of both Weston and Mapplethorpe, indeed of
photography in general; and finally, photography as a tool of appropriation.”467
Levine continued her reappraisal of Merinoff’s work the very next day when she
participated in a panel on postmodernism organized by REALLIFE magazine at the Institute for
Architecture and Urban Studies in New York.468 She appeared alongside the painters David Salle
and Julian Schnabel, the writer and architect Christian Hubert, and Owens, who acted as
moderator. After Hubert’s introductory overview of the contemporary discourse around
postmodernism, which paraphrased insights from Crimp, Owens, and Krauss’s pioneering essays
in recent issues of October, he passed the microphone to Salle and Schnabel, who gave
conventional yet freewheeling talks about their recent work. Schnabel expressed both confusion
and indifference towards postmodernism: “I don’t think about Post-Modernism at all,” he
declared—a bewildering admission, given the theme of the panel. By contrast, Levine’s
contribution was tightly structured and razor-sharp: “I’m going to read a short statement, and
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show some slides, and I also have a couple of quotations which I will give to you straight,
undigested,” she said by way of introduction.469 She began with the following statement:
One must really be engaged to be a painter. Once obsessed by painting one
eventually gets to the point when one thinks that humanity can be changed by it.
But when the passion deserts you there's nothing left to do, except to stop
altogether. For basically painting is pure idiocy, especially if you think that every
image is leased and mortgaged. In a culture which denies so much of our primary
dread it is certainly out of the same desperation that one person buys a work of art
and another makes it. Neither gesture buys us any true respite from a ruthlessly
inequitable and self-destructive society. I take umbrage with institutions that have
made art what it is; the expression of brutish, but brilliant shepherd boys
discovered and patronized by sensitive landholders.
The smoothness of Levine’s oration belied the fact that the phrases were, in fact, readymade
extracts cobbled together from a combination of sources: a 1973 interview with the painter
Gerhard Richter (the opening phrases, through “idiocy,”) and a 1914 statement by the German
expressionist painter Franz Marc (“especially if you think that every image is leased and
mortgaged”).470 By parroting their phrases, Levine effaced the distinctions between their
positions and her own. Sound bites like “every image is leased and mortgaged” seemed perfectly
in tune with the ruthless practice of image appropriation for which she was becoming known; but
the passionate endorsement of painting as a political and emotional force was difficult to take at
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face value. Levine thus undercut the notion that the artist should be seen as a coherent, stable
subject represented through a unified oeuvre and a coherent narrative about their own work.
Following the statement, Levine presented a selection of borrowed materials, this time attributed
to their respective creators: a projected slideshow of sixteen works by Dimitry Merinoff was
juxtaposed with excerpts from Benjamin Buchloh’s “Figures of Authority, Ciphers of
Regression: Notes on the Return of Representation in European Painting,” and a passage from
the Marxist feminist theorists Lillian Robinson and Lise Vogel’s 1971 essay “Modernism and
History,” also quoted at length in Buchloh’s text.471
Buchloh’s essay, then forthcoming in the Spring 1981 issue of October, condemned neoexpressionist painting for its perceived complicity with political conservatism and reinforcement
of traditionalist values.472 Amidst claims of the end of modernism and “excitement over ‘PostModernism’ and the ‘end of the avant-garde,’” Buchloh wrote, art forms being hailed as radically
new were, in fact, part of a cyclical return to conservatism after a period of social, political, and
economic upheaval. Neo-expressionism attracted particular wrath from Buchloh: “This carnival
of eclecticism, this theatrical spectacle, this window dressing of self-quotation becomes
transparent as a masquerade of alienation from history, a return of the repressed in cultural
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costume,” he wrote.473 In his estimation, neo-expressionist painting constituted a mock avantgarde that uncritically and mechanically deployed figuration and “spontaneous,” expressive
brushstrokes in order to shore up conservative representations of gender and national identity and
supposedly eternal systems of order.474 In this context, the notion of the avant-garde artist
becomes commodified through the symbolic enactment of novelty and transgression: the artist is
a clown who enacts subversive acts that are destined to fail. This charade of political
powerlessness seems to offer a resolution of the modernist dilemma of aesthetic self-negation,
but in fact it only offers an illusion of unity and totality. Buchloh cites Vogel and Robinson (a
passage that Levine in turn quotes in her presentation), who propose that the status quo in
bourgeois society is maintained through the romanticization of suffering as “personal struggle,”
the figuring of alienation as a “heroic disease,” and the masking of a lack of agency with irony.
These gestures “imply the ultimate powerlessness of the individual, the futility of public action,
and the necessity of despair,” Vogel and Robinson write.475 In Buchloh’s account, it was neoexpressionism painting that was reinforcing these norms in the early 1980s through its charade of
avant-garde transgression.
Levine’s juxtaposition of these quotations with a slideshow of Merinoff’s work, in the
company of fellow presenters Salle and Schnabel, had the political force of a manifesto yet was
enacted with surgical precision. It offered an incisive yet oblique critique of the values implicitly
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endorsed by neo-expressionism: masculinism, individualism, and traditionalism.476 Levine’s
clinical juxtapositions contrasted sharply with Schnabel’s cavalier, off-the-cuff remarks, and its
subject matter implicitly critiqued his gestural, purportedly expressive paintings. During the
question-and-answer period, Schnabel attempted to ascribe a similar “emotional weight” to
Levine’s collages as he found in his own work:
There is a quality in her work of coming out of despair, and of there being a
necessity from that to act. I guess everybody acts from some impulse, and
Sherrie’s work does not seem foreign to me. The work might look different, but
the impulse which makes me choose an image or a way of making things comes
from a similar sense, a sense that things which exist already no longer work…. The
subject matter is not just what is being depicted, but the psychological resonance
caused by these things and these images.477
Levine’s response is scathing: “I think that’s wishful thinking, to think that that’s still possible,”
she declares.478 A Picture Is No Substitute set out to dismantle the myth of a direct connection
between material and expression, and this accounted for some of the appeal of Merinoff’s work.
Their engagement with his legacy through a reception and slideshow recast the outmoded,
romantic ideal into an allegory for the present.479 They created a thread of continuity between the

476

In this sense, it extended the legacy of the strands of 1960s and 70s art that “sought to contest
the myth of man as eternal essence, with its open assault on the artist as unique creator.” These
are Crimp’s words, in “The End of Painting,” (published in the same issue of October as
Buchloh’s essay). He saw photographic practices (particularly those of the Pictures-affiliated
artists), as continuing to counter the myths of aesthetic idealism and transcendence in the late
1970s and early 1980s. Crimp, “The End of Painting,” 75.
477
Schnabel, in Owens et al., “Post-Modernism: A Symposium,” 9. The critic Valentin
Tatransky offered a similar reading of Levine’s collages in the first issue of REAL LIFE:
“Unlike the pop artist, [Levine] is not embarrassed by the emotional load of her images.” The
notion that a primary motive of Levine’s work is to express or elicit emotion is directly at odds
with Levine’s statements, as well as Crimp, Owens, and Krauss’s critical interpretations.
Valentin Tatransky, “Collage and the Problem of Representation: Sherrie Levine’s New Work,”
Real Life 1 (March 1979): 8–9.
478
Ibid., 9. “That” refers to the direct and transparent connection Schnabel posits between
images and psychological resonances.
479
While not a central focus here, it’s worth noting that Lawler explored a parallel interest in the
quaintly outmoded by making photograms of vinyl records, including the Supremes’ “Where Did
191

Romantic ideal of an artist toiling away in solitude, finding inspiration in the simplicity of
nature, and archetype of the neo-expressionist painter, whose paintings were often framed as the
residue of an existential encounter between man and canvas. Both emphasized the self as the
origin of a work’s meaning—a notion that Levine consigned to the ash heap of history in her
dismissal of Schnabel: “I think that’s wishful thinking, to think that’s still possible.”
Levine’s subsequent body of work, comprised of reproductions of reproductions of
landscape photographs by Eliot Porter, would further sharpen this critique.480 This was the first
of two one-night-only exhibitions at Lawler’s 407 Greenwich Street loft under the aegis of A
Picture Is No Substitute for Anything. Both were collaborations—“a matter of agreement,” in
Lawler’s words—between the two artists, though the first featured photographs by Levine and
the second presented photographs by Lawler.481 In both cases, the works were on view for one
night only on a white wall built between the bedroom and kitchen Lawler’s live/work space. For
her exhibition, in June 1981, Levine made reproductions of photographs by Eliot Porter from a
1962 book titled In Wildness is the Preservation of the World, which presented Porter’s color
photographs of New England forests alongside quotes by Henri David Thoreau that captured the
landscapes across four seasons of a year (fig. 2.9).482 Crimp, Owens, and Krauss would mobilize
these works in the service of their poststructuralist critique of representation, and indeed they
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seemed tailor-made for the purpose. Owens, in “The Allegorical Impulse, Part 2” (Summer
1980), argued that nature and culture, long placed in binary opposition, were in fact
interdependent and co-constitutive: “In postmodernist art, nature is treated as wholly
domesticated by culture; the ‘natural’ can be approached only though its cultural
representation.”483 Crimp, in “The Photographic Activity of Postmodernism,” (Winter 1980)
described Levine’s photographs of nature as having “the presence of déjà vu, nature as already
having been seen, nature as representation.”484 Thus, even the “wildness” which Thoreau and
Porter sought to capture in text and image was not free from the codes, conventions, and history
of image production and the written word. Krauss would follow up by making Levine’s
photographs a touchstone of her essay “The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist
Myths” (Fall 1981). “Nature itself is constituted in relation to its ‘capability of being formed into
pictures,’” Krauss wrote. “Through the action of the picturesque the very notion of landscape is
constructed as second term of which the first is a representation.”485 Thus, she argues, the copy is
a necessary precondition of the idea of the original, the natural, or the wild. In Levine’s
reproductions of Porter landscapes, “We move again through the 'original' print, back to the
origin in nature and—as in the model of the picturesque—through another trap door at the back
wall of 'nature' into the purely textual construction of the sublime and its history of degeneration
into ever more lurid copies.”486 This line of thought was continued in Levine’s one-night-only
exhibition of six canvases by the German expressionist Franz Marc at A&M Artworks in SoHo
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May 1982.487 Rather than rephotograph or repaint the works, as she sometimes did, Levine
simply bought reproductions of the paintings—which were populated by horses, deer, sheep, and
a cat—and framed them behind glass. She was perhaps drawn to Marc’s work for similar reasons
as that of Porter and Merinoff: such direct, sentimental depictions of nature had come to seem
rather innocent in her present moment. Owens observed that Levine chose images that
functioned as allegories of “the Other:” rather than representing individual examples of “women,
the poor, or landscapes,” they stood in for the grand categories of “Woman, Poverty, Nature.”488
Levine’s photographs are fixtures of Owens, Crimp, and Krauss’s early theorizations of
photography and the discourse of postmodernism. This secured their place within art history, but
was not without its drawbacks. The critics appropriated Levine’s appropriations for the purpose
of illustrating their theoretical moves. This recast the meaning of the images once more and
curtailed a more ambivalent, poetic sensibility that comes through more strongly in Levine’s own
accounts of her work.489
A 1980 statement by Levine (subsequently published in Buchloh’s “Allegorical
Procedures”) expresses the contradictory desires encapsulated by her “photographs of
photographs,” such as her re-presentation of Walker Evans’s iconic images of Depression-era
America for her debut exhibition at Metro Pictures in May–June 1981 (fig. 2.10):
I choose pictures that manifest the desire that nature and culture provide us with a
sense of order and meaning. I appropriate these images to express my own
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simultaneous longing for the passion of engagement and the sublimity of aloofness.
I hope that in my photographs of photographs an uneasy peace will be made
between my attraction to the ideals these pictures exemplify and my desire to have
no ideals or fetters whatsoever. It is my aspiration that my photographs, which
contain their own contradiction, would represent the best of both worlds.490
Levine attests to the tensions at the core of her practice: not simply the misrecognition that her
appropriations seed on the level of attribution, but equally, the tension between what she desires
and what she critiques.491 She at once longs for passion, idealism, and expressivity, and yearns
for its aloof deconstruction through appropriation. Levine accounts for her own desires as key to
the formation of her photographic practice, but this is conspicuously omitted from the October
critics’ account of the work. Their genealogy of modernism and conceptualism considered the
subjectivity and biography of the artist a distraction or a decoy.492 Lawler and Levine’s work is
notable for its finely-tuned engagement with subjectivity and desire and its embrace of
contradiction. The two artists make work that acknowledges the omnipresence and determining
roles of desire, gender, and power, though their own investments are never stated outright. The
addressee of their work is far from the abstract, rational subject conjured by minimalism or even
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first-generation institutional critique; it is a viewer who cannot be understood apart from their
affective capacities.493
During this period, Lawler, too, began rephotographing other artists’ work, but in contrast
to Levine’s preferred subjects (paintings and photographs by older male artists) Lawler’s early
compositions largely focused on work by her peers (including Levine, Holzer, Nadin, and
McCollum) from her own personal collection.494 Lawler arranged the works into idiosyncratic,
jigsaw-like configurations that she set against vibrant backdrops, which she then photographed
and printed as large-scale cibachromes. The first two photos in the series, (Allan McCollum and
Other Artists) Lemon and (Holzer, Nadin, and Other Artists) Baby Blue (both 1981; Figs. 55-56),
captured slightly different arrangements of Levine’s After Edward Weston photographs; a
collaborative work by Nadin and Holzer comprised of a self-portrait by the former and a sign
with text by the latter; and some placeholders by Allan McCollum on a cerulean blue and lemon
yellow backdrop. Together, the photographs would become a centerpiece of her debut exhibition
Arrangements of Pictures at Metro Pictures in November–December 1982, but first, individual
arrangements were exhibited in a variety of unconventional contexts under the auspices of A
Picture Is No Substitute. The collective moniker acted as the shows’ title. For two days in
December 1981, (Allan McCollum and Other Artists) Lemon (1981) was on view at Ronnelle
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Gallery in Halifax, Nova Scotia—a former photocopy room in the library of the Nova Scotia
College of Art and Design converted into a pint-sized gallery space (fig. 2.11).495 (Lawler was in
Halifax with Buchloh, who was then teaching at the Nova Scotia College of Art and Design).
The same work appeared alongside (Holzer, Nadin, and Other Artists) Baby Blue (1981) in
another such exhibition, this time in Lawler’s loft, which opened at midnight on Friday, January
1, 1982 and concluded later that same day (fig. 2.12). Two days after Valentine’s Day, Lawler
again presented the latter work at ID Gallery, located in a student’s studio at CalArts. Three
elements were hung on the walls: (Holzer, Nadin, and Other Artists) Baby Blue; the pink-andpurple cow screenprint that Warhol had sent Lawler as a thank-you gift a few years prior;496 and,
between the two, a red-and-white exhibition poster reminiscent of a Valentine, designed by
Lawler, featuring the text A Picture Is No Substitute for Anything: Louise Lawler + Andy
Warhol. The Warhol poster would be incorporated directly into subsequent arrangements made
for the exhibition at Metro Pictures: (Roy Lichtenstein and Other Artists) Black and (Andy
Warhol and Other Artists) Tulip (both 1982). In constructing these arrangements, Lawler
infused other artists’ work with her own compositional sensibility. Unlike Levine’s
appropriations, Lawler’s arrangements would never be mistaken as the work of the artists they
contained. Rather, they propose a different kind of interrelationality: one of collaboration,
camaraderie, exchange, or even infatuation. (These works, and the exhibition of which they are a
part, are taken up more fully in the third chapter.)
While living in California during the fall of 1981 and the spring of 1982, Lawler staged a
guerilla action at an artist talk by Schnabel at the Schoenberg Auditorium at the University of
California, Los Angeles (UCLA) in April 1982. The event was grandly billed as “An Evening
495
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with Julian Schnabel;” the artist was scheduled to give a slide presentation accompanied by a
discussion of his recent work. An elaborately-designed red-and-white promotional pamphlet
touted the artist as “a major figure at the forefront of a new expressionist spirit in painting” and
compared him to Jackson Pollock, Pablo Picasso, and Francis Ford Coppola. It quotes critics
who described Schnabel in grandiose terms: “heroic”; “high-priestly”; and the “keeper of the
flame of the zeitgeist of the big tradition.”497 The promotional materials advised enrollment and
payment by mail in advance. Of her own volition, Lawler decided to act as an unauthorized
publicist for the hotly-anticipated event by adding her own promotional materials to the mix. She
designed and printed a red matchbook stamped with the words AN EVENING WITH JULIAN
SCHNABEL in shiny red foil lettering and handed them out at the event (fig. 2.13). The gesture
played both sides. The matchbook’s flashy graphic design and promotional function was a pitchperfect match to the grandiose tone set by the event’s promoters. As such, it synchronized with
UCLA’s public relations efforts by offering an inexpensive take-home souvenir that might later
function as a social prop or conversation starter. (Lawler recalls that one art student even asked
Schnabel to autograph her matchbook.)498 On the other hand, the matchbook as a promotional
tool would have been out of place in the context of a university artist talk: they were a form of
social marketing favored by restaurants and bars, particularly between the 1920s and the Second
World War.499 By the 1980s, the medium had not only been rendered quaint by the ubiquity of
Bic lighters, but also had a lowbrow connotation that contrasted sharply with UCLA’s billing of
an evening with” the “keeper of the flame of the zeitgeist of the big tradition.” At the same time
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that they seemed to function as innocent promotional tools, Lawler’s matchbooks also quietly
converted its grandiosity into travesty.
Recall that when Schnabel and Levine shared a stage for the postmodernism symposium
the year prior, Schnabel suggested that his work was allied with Levine’s because both were
motivated by the “psychological resonance” of images. Levine summarily dismissed the idea,
calling it “wishful thinking, to think that that’s still possible.”500 Thus, when Lawler and Levine
printed slick blue cards with the words His gesture moved us to tears in a bold, modern typeface
for an exhibition at James Turcotte Gallery in Los Angeles that opened the night after Lawler
handed out matchbooks at Schnabel’s talk, the tears in question seem anything but earnest (fig.
2.14). The cards’ distribution and display were the sole content of the gallery show. One card
was mounted under glass on a gallery wall; a stack of them rested on a small table nearby; and
dozens more were distributed by mail to promote the exhibition. The pronouns chosen by the
artists are general—his, us—yet suggest the gender of the actor as well as a “we” unified in their
emotional response: tears. Are these tears of sadness, of joy, or, perhaps, even, crocodile tears?
The declarative statement is purposefully vague, and invites a variety of interpretations. Levine
later described the show as an “ode to neo-expressionism,” which implies that “His Gesture”
might be the grand, seemingly emotive brushstrokes of a painter like Schnabel.501 As Buchloh
wrote in “Figures of Authority, Ciphers of Regression,” the essay quoted by Levine at the 1981
symposium, neo-expressionism’s “excited brushwork and heavy impasto paint application” was
billed as an “authentic expression of individual or collective experience.” Yet for Buchloh,
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Levine, and others, it had become clear that brushstrokes on canvas were not direct expressions
of emotion, but “coded structure[s]”—signs that could be manipulated and parsed like the letters
and words that make up a language.502 In light of this, the evocation of tears seems to be a
mockery of Schnabel’s desired aims. But the action in question could also be that of a
Conceptual artist, whose dematerialized work—sometimes reduced to little more than a
gesture—was deliberately drained of affect and materiality. Lawler and Levine’s equally
conceptual work eschewed this performance of neutrality in favor of printed matter laden with
color, texture, and style. In this case, the statement mimes an exaggerated, normatively gendered
divide between the performatively impassive gestures of conceptual art, and the seemingly
sentimental, melodramatic content of the Pictures artists’ work like Levine and Sherman—which
in fact undercut the possibility of such transparency or emotive directness.503 Perhaps most
importantly, the statement on the cards recalls Levine’s statement that postmodern artists found
the modernist faith in art’s capacity to effect political change “very moving,” yet ultimately
unconvincing. The tears, then, are an elegy for a loss of faith in the purity of an artistic medium
(in the case of formalist strands of modernism) or a utopian political project (as with the
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historical avant-gardes and first-generation institutional critique). In Lawler and Levine’s eyes,
both trajectories had reached their expiration date by 1980.
Critics were quick to zero in on the narrative potential of Levine’s work: Valentin
Tatransky wrote in REALLIFE that “Unlike the pop artist, [Levine] is not embarrassed by the
emotional load of her images.”504 In his 1977 Pictures essay, Crimp reflected on a sale of
children’s shoes staged by Levine at an artist-run gallery: “Seeing all of those shoes spread out
on a table, one inevitably wished to animate them, to invent stories in which they became the
synecdochic characters.”505 In such descriptions, the work verges on melodrama, yet Lawler and
Levine kept their cards close. They used affectively loaded texts, images, and materials, but
never definitively disclosed their intentions. It’s difficult to say with certainty in what register the
freebie matchbook, letterpress invitation, or gracious gesture are meant to operate. Sincerity,
irony, humor, empathy, nostalgia, and perhaps melancholy intermingle in these works. They
also deliberately adopt the materials of public relations and publicity, but theirs are a far cry from
the Siegelaub’s Xerox book and spare, typewritten press releases. Lawler and Levine’s
reluctance to show their cards allowed their gestures to operate on multiple levels: pleasure in the
sentimental and outmoded intermingle with the uneasy relationship between image and meaning.
A Picture Is No Substitute’s final collaboration was an eight-page photo spread for the
second issue of Wedge, an erudite art publication founded in 1982 by Phil Mariani and Brian
Wallis. Their feature, eponymously titled “A Picture Is No Substitute for Anything,” assembled
an array of idiosyncratic photographs of modernist masterworks by Mondrian and Picasso (fig.
2.15). Several of the images were cropped in some version of the diamond “lozenge” shape
distinctive to the Dutch artist’s work (though interestingly, not all of the paintings took that form
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in real life—Lawler and Levine superimposed it on some of his works through cropping). Other
images approached the works from an oblique angle, focusing as much on the edge of the frame,
the wall label, or the hanging apparatus as the work itself. There was just one relatively
straightforward installation shot: a pair of Mondrian canvases hanging on a white wall at the Art
Institute of Chicago.506 The parade of images, with each spread featuring two images of works
by Mondrian isolated against white backdrops, concluded with a non sequitur: a diamond-shaped
crop of Picasso’s Demoiselles d’Avignon.507 Dark silhouettes of spectators in the foreground
echoing the demoiselles’ ambiguously vertical postures, and the triangular table that famously
juts into the bottom of the picture plane is notably cropped into a lozenge form by the edge of the
photograph. The feature combines strategies that Lawler and Levine had used elsewhere:
Levine’s deadpan retakes of modernist paintings; Lawler’s use of the diamond crop in her
publicity stills for Wiener’s Passage to the North; and her budding interest in photographing
artworks from unexpected angles in situ, which would feature prominently in her exhibition at
Metro Pictures that fall. Together, the images dramatize the relationship between margin and
center through content and framing. One of the effects of the diamond cut of Mondrian’s vertical
and horizontal grids, Krauss would theorize in her 1979 essay “Grids,” is to draw attention to the
world outside the frame. “The work of art is presented as a mere fragment, a tiny piece arbitrarily
cropped from an infinitely larger fabric.” The grid is, in short, centrifugal.508 (This is one of two
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contradictory possibilities—the other being that the grid is fundamentally hermetic and selfreferential and self-contained.) Lawler and Levine underscore the grid’s centrifugal valences, not
only by transforming square and rectangular Mondrian paintings into lozenge forms, but by
capturing others in context: whether from an oblique angle, or juxtaposed in an installation with
other artworks. Their mode of reproduction, by turning the magazine page into a surrogate for
everything that lies outside the work, emphasizes the fragmentary quality of photographic
representation. To take a photo is to de- and re-contextualize. These images draw attention to
what is out of view.509
Lawler and Levine’s spread is a peculiar fit within the theme of the Fall 1982 issue:
spectacle. The publication opened with a translated excerpt from Guy Debord’s book The Society
of the Spectacle (1967), which influentially argued that the modern era transforms direct, lived
experience into representation. (Jean Baudrillard subsequently transformed and expanded this
line of thinking to argue that representation—or in his terms, simulation, the play of images and
signs—had become reality in the postmodern era.510) Debord’s essay was illustrated by two
photographs by Lawler taken at a distance in rather different spectatorial situations: one, taken at
a Los Angeles Dodgers baseball game, centered on the Jumbotron surrounded by a crowd seated
at the edge of the baseball diamond; the other captured the view of the stage at Lincoln Center
from the fourth ring during the performance of Swan Lake she had attended in early 1981. In his
text, first penned in French in 1967, Debord is unsparing in his condemnation of spectacle. He
Krauss, “The Originality of the Avant-Garde,” 56. Thus, Lawler and Levine’s appropriations of
grids added another link to the chain of repetitions that defined the form’s history.
509
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203

describes it as “the image of the ruling economy,” “the negation of life,” and “the sun which
never sets on the empire of modern passivity.”511 Lawler and Levine cheekily borrowed a line
from the book-length version of Debord’s text for their biography on the Wedge contributors’
page. It read, in full,
A PICTURE IS NO SUBSTITUTE FOR ANYTHING is a collaboration between Louise
Lawler and Sherrie Levine. “Only the real negation of culture can preserve its
meaning. It can no longer be cultural. Thus it is what in some ways remains at the
level of culture, but with a completely different meaning.”
The younger artists’ appropriation of Debord’s text, without credit, is ambivalent: Debord’s
endorsement of negation, with its roots in Marxist ideology critique and its affinity Adorno’s
Aesthetic Theory, seems at odds with Lawler and Levine’s approach.512 They favored
appropriation, restaging, and recontextualization as strategies for layering new meanings on top
of older ones and leveraging the gap between reference and reproduction. For example, while
Lawler’s photographs depict mass spectatorial events, they are infused with a generous,
idiosyncratic sensibility. They reveal an eye drawn to the margins of the game rather than to the
main event, or a body straining for a view of the stage above the heads that populate upper
balcony seats. In so doing, they offer visual anchors for Debord’s claims that also undermine
their totalizing impulse and suggest that the reception of images, whether mass culture or high
511
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art, always involves their metabolization and adjustment, not just their uncritical absorption.
Every image and situation is subject to acts of appropriation that might remake its meaning. Just
because you bought a ticket to the game, Lawler’s photos seem to suggest, doesn’t mean you’re
buying in to the society of the spectacle.
A Picture Is No Substitute’s spread of Mondrian images has an ambivalent relationship to
Debord’s claims: the straightforward, diamond-cropped reproductions of Mondrian paintings on
the left-hand pages seem to corroborate Debord’s overarching thesis that reality has become
representation: the deadpan reproductions of dry grids, characteristic of Levine’s work at the
time, emphasize the paintings’ status as circulable, duplicable representations.513 But this is
undercut by the images on the right-hand pages, which document the Mondrian works in situ and
accentuate the ways that spectatorship and context infuse works with new resonances (a strategy
she would further develop in her solo exhibition at Metro Pictures that November). This was A
Picture Is No Substitute’s last collaboration, and it also marked the divergence of the artists’
paths: in the years that followed, Levine veered away from affiliation with the Metro Pictures
scene, with which Lawler remained close, instead showing with “neo-geo” artists such as Peter
Halley and Philip Taaffe and a related group working with consumer culture, including as
Ashley Bickerton, Jeff Koons, and Haim Steinbach.514 A Picture Is No Substitute planned a final
work that was never executed, though it would have been a suitable elegy for their collaboration.
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Titled Can we argue with the natural?, it would have comprised a glass bowl of white roses
placed on an empty table at the artist bar Max’s Kansas City.515
In the essay “The Allegorical Impulse: Toward a Theory of Postmodernism,” published
in two parts across consecutive issues of October in 1980, Owens proposed that one of the
quintessential strategies of postmodernism in the visual arts is an “allegorical impulse.” Drawing
on the work of Walter Benjamin, Owens proposed that such an impulse—which he calls “an
attitude as well as a technique, a perception as well as a procedure”—is characterized by “a
desire to redeem the past for the present.”516 This is achieved, Owens suggests, by the doubling
of one image or text by another—an act that recasts meaning through rereading or reuse. Thus,
the hallmark strategy of allegory is visual and textual appropriation; photography is therefore
uniquely well-suited to the allegorical impulse.517 An important effect of such appropriation is
that it “encodes two contents within one form,” inaugurating the possibility of duplicitous
meanings within a single image.518 This makes allegory definitively postmodern, Owens argues,
because it challenges the supposed unity of form and content championed by modernist critics
like Clement Greenberg. The allegorical impulse is not entirely unlike Debord’s argument for
negation in the Society of the Spectacle, quoted by Lawler and Levine in their Wedge bio. Recall
his proposal that “Only the real negation of culture can preserve its meaning. It can no longer be
515
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cultural. Thus it is what in some ways remains at the level of culture, but with a completely
different meaning.”519 Debord is describing a strategy of détournement, a strategy of negation
whereby a cultural form is appropriated and its meanings recast such that it takes on new
associations that run counter to the original message. Like allegory, détournement “encodes two
contents within one form” and “redeems the past for the present,” to borrow Owens’ words. But
the key difference, observable in Lawler and Levine’s work as well as the other artists Owens
discusses, is that they do not attempt to negate the original meanings of the materials they
engage: the dated, mass-market connotations of promotional matchbooks; the outmoded gentility
of letterpress invitations; the nostalgic neo-romanticism of Merinoff’s canvases; the classical
refinement of an evening at the ballet; even the threadbare radicalism of Debord’s Marxist
critique of spectacle. Rather, they overlay new meanings, palimpsest-like, that are held in
unresolved tension with the old ones. As Levine put it, her work expresses “[her] own
simultaneous longing for the passion of engagement and the sublimity of aloofness,” making
“uneasy peace with “[her] my attraction to the ideals these pictures exemplify and my desire to
have no ideals or fetters whatsoever.”520
A Picture Is No Substitute indexes nostalgia for a time when radicalism simply involved
negation and withdrawal. Yet by 1982, Debord’s Situationist position, and other radical exit
strategies, no longer appeared viable. “As Postmodernists we find that simple faith very moving,
but our relationship to that simplicity is necessarily complex,” Levine declared. “A lot of what
my work has been about since the beginning has been realizing the difficulties of situating
myself in the art world as a woman, because the art world is so much an arena for the celebration
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of male desire.”521 Modernism and avant-gardism, for all their insights, had come to seem
fundamentally masculinist and elitist—not just to A Picture Is No Substitute, but to many artists
working at the intersection of feminism and postmodernism. The dream of a secure,
intellectually “correct” position in relation to power structures and art institutions had become
obsolete. A new considering of the politics of identity and difference called into question the
historical materialist accounts of society and social change that had long been used to analyze
avant-garde art practices. It was under these conditions that Lawler and Levine reached beyond
melancholia and negation to find a new set of tactics.

Real life
The multifarious activities of the Offices and A Picture Is No Substitute in the early years
of the 1980s attest to a shared preoccupation with what the artists collectively termed “real
life”—a quasi-mythical realm that, for them, seemed to designate what lay beyond the “art
world” (an elusive realm indeed for artists). These artists were hardly the first to be fascinated by
the art/life distinction—it could be understood as the structuring binary of the twentieth-century
avant-gardes, subject to continual reformulation by artists who tested its elasticity, from the
Soviet Productivists to the Art Workers’ Coalition.522 At the end of the 1970s, the idea of avantgardism once again became a pivotal concern. But this time, engagement with the term was
formulated as a question. In the wake of conceptual art and its institution-critical offshoots in the
work of Asher, Buren, Broodthaers, and Haacke, a younger generation of artists sought
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encounters with “real life” with renewed urgency.523 In part, this was the result of a widespread
feeling that they were working at the end of an era. Nadin, for example, recalls that the period
between 1976 and 1979 felt like the end times: not only did conceptual art signal the end of the
grand narrative of Western art—in retrospect, the end of modernism—but the dilapidated and
nearly-bankrupt state of New York City made this condition of ruin manifest on a material level.
Nadin’s collaborations with D’Arcangelo, and his later work with Colab and The Offices, were
an attempt to forge a path forward.524 For many artists, the intersection of the personal and the
political took on new significance at this historical juncture. Allan McCollum, writing on the
work of Matt Mullican in the pages of REALLIFE in 1979, observed a “personal sense of reality”
in Mullican’s work. This indexes a shift in sensibility between first-generation conceptual art and
institutional critique, whose Marxism-inflected materialism tended to emphasize a single, shared
reality, and Pictures-affiliated artists, whose work probed the ways that lived experience—one’s
subjective sense of reality—is shaped by one’s identity and subject position.525
Fend has emphasized that “real-world outcomes were expected [by the Offices], not just
art-image ones,” while Levine recalled, “Real life . . . was a big concern of ours. I think it was a
way of distancing ourselves from the art world. In those days I didn’t think the art world was the
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real world.”526 The concept of “real life” had such cachet at the time that it even lent its name to
a periodical, REALLIFE magazine, started by Thomas Lawson and Susan Morgan in New York
in 1979 as a magazine “by and about artists” (and already the setting of the Offices’ full-page
advertisement in 1980).527 The cover of the fall 1981 issue, photographed and designed by
Lawler, featured Levine’s After Eliot Porter photographs exhibited in Lawler’s loft earlier that
year under the auspices of A Picture Is No Substitute (fig. 2.16). The image is purposefully
cropped so that the bucolic landscape photographs are mostly out of view, underscored by the
irregularly spaced words “REALLIFE Magazine.” A freestanding white wall and the distinctive
black-and-white floor of Lawler’s loft occupy the majority of the frame. The back cover offers a
glimpse of the loft’s living quarters, including Lawler’s bed, whose frilly trim abuts the rough
edges of the industrial space. Here, the live/work space printed recto/verso on the cover of an art
magazine titled REALLIFE functions as a poignant metonym for the art/life binary probed by
these artists.528
The propositions of The Offices and A Picture Is No Substitute, and the paths their
constituent members took after the collectives’ dissolution, mark a decisive turn in the history of
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avant-gardism. This was a moment when the rise of neoliberalism decisively reconfigured the
relationship between art and life, undoing the notion of an “outside” upon which avant-garde
resistance had long been premised. And yet the late 1970s and early 1980s were also marked by
a renewed awareness of the historical significance of 20th-century avant-gardes. Essays penned
by Krauss, Buchloh, and others for the pages of October cast Dada, Surrealism, Soviet
Constructivism, and Duchamp in a new light, and articulated their significance for a new
generation of practitioners. At the same time, the term avant-garde was also used to describe the
work of a younger generation of artists. For example, in 1979 the critic Roberta Smith noted that
“under Helene Winer’s directorship, Artists Space has accomplished a series of exhibitions
which reflect a particular viewpoint and situation of avant-garde art.”529 Early issues of REAL
LIFE used the term to describe the work of Pictures artists.530 Literary scholars, too, were
dedicating new attention to analyzing the history of avant-gardism: Peter Bürger’s Theory of the
Avant-Garde, first published in German in 1974, would be translated into English in 1984.
Though not narrowly focused on visual art, the book analyzed Dada, Soviet Constructivism and
Productivism, and French Surrealism through a theoretical framework drawn from the Frankfurt
School tradition, particularly Benjamin’s writings on allegory and montage, Adorno’s Aesthetic
Theory, and Marcuse’s analysis of bourgeois institutions. Beginning in the 18th century, art was
established as a sphere that was—or should be—independent of everyday life. This laid the
groundwork for the very idea of avant-gardism, which sought to attack the supposed autonomy
of art and bring about a radical questioning of everyday life. One key strategy used to do so was
529
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the use of “shock effects” such as the readymade, collage, and monochrome painting, which
draw attention to the conditions and materials of the work’s construction. The aim of such shock
effects, Bürger argues, is to negate the viewer’s habitual worldview, catalyze changes in their
“real life,” and explode the institution of art.531 But the historical avant-gardes heroically failed
to achieve these aims, he writes. Instead, such strategies were recuperated as mere artistic tropes
by the post-WWII neo-avant-gardes, in effect subsuming the radical potential of the historical
avant-gardes within the traditional terms of art.532
In the months and years following Theory of the Avant-Garde’s English translation,
Buchloh and Foster wrote responses that pointed out several blind spots in Bürger’s schema.
Both agreed that Bürger had overlooked art of the late 1960s and early 1970s that would have
challenged his conclusions, namely the institution-critical work of Asher, Broodthaers, Buren,
and Haacke. Foster suggests that the neo-avant-gardes extended the historical avant-garde’s
critiques, and therefore comprehended “art as institution” for the first time.533 Buchloh argued
that Bürger overstated the extent to which art is subsumed by ideology. The concept still had
utility, he argued: avant-garde art might function as a tool in a “continually renewed struggle
over the definition of cultural meaning, the discovery and representation of new audiences, and
the development of new strategies to counteract and develop resistance against the tendency of
the ideological apparatuses of the culture industry to occupy and control all practices and all

531

Bürger notably introduces the idea of “art as institution” to describe the expanded framework
within which artworks are produced, distributed, and received, a formulation that would become
essential to the discourse of institutional critique.
532
Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, 1984. My interpretation of this text is indebted to lectures
by Rosalyn Deutsche and Branden Joseph at Barnard College and Columbia University.
533
Hal Foster, “What’s Neo about the Neo-Avant-Garde?,” October 70 (1994): 5–32.
212

spaces of representation.”534 While Buchloh’s text was published several years after The Offices
and A Picture Is No Substitute dissolved their operations, the issues he takes up were a
battleground of artistic practices in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Among the insights of early
institutional critique was the acknowledgment that art is institutional: it is defined by
conventions that make it recognizable as art, and these conventions are infinitely malleable.
(Buren’s essay “Critical Limits,” which took aim at artists that sought to exit the gallery system
by working in remote areas, is a touchstone of this line of thinking, which was extended by
D’Arcangelo between 1974-79.) “What is the next step?” D’Arcangelo asked himself in 1976.
He concluded that “mov[ing] back and forth” between inside and outside the institution, or
“us[ing] one section of the structure against another” was the way forward.535 This imperative
was taken up by The Offices and A Picture Is No Substitute in the wake of D’Arcangelo’s death.
Avant-garde practice, if the term could even apply to an art institution with no meaningful
“outside” to speak of (at least not for artists), would necessarily be governed by decidedly
reformist—rather than traditionally revolutionary—principles. Insofar as this is a radical
position, it is a reformulation of radicalism as figured by earlier avant-garde movements and
critics such as Clement Greenberg, who conflated vanguardism and revolution.536 This marked
the fissure between modernism and postmodernism.
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Crimp, in the 1977 version of his Pictures essay, wrote that the artists he included
showed “an allegiance to that radical aspiration that we continue to recognize as modernist,”
despite being “largely free of references to the conventions of modernist art.”537 However, in his
1979 revision of the essay for October, Crimp reframed the work as a definitive break with
modernism (specifically, the formalist, medium-specific incarnation championed by Clement
Greenberg and Michael Fried). Rather, the Pictures-affiliated artists, in their innovative use of
“quotation, excerptation, framing, and staging” to excavate “strata of representation,” was
definitively postmodern. For Crimp, the work of these artists signaled the end of artistic
modernism and of a certain historical epoch, though he still describes them in avant-garde terms,
as a “group of artists…committed to radical innovation.”538 He suggested that postmodern art
was most often found outside the museum—not in “real life,” mind you, but in alternative
spaces.539 Postmodern art, upon its emergence, positioned itself against the status quo enforced
by the power network enforced by the commercial gallery system and art magazines. Craig
Owens agreed with this assessment: “There was a strong sense that this articulation [of
postmodernism within the visual arts] removed one from the dominant centers of the art world
and the art market,” he later said. “Whether this was good old modernist withdrawal was another
matter.”540 Indeed, D’Arcangelo’s insights, and the opinions expressed in the referendum on
alternative spaces quoted above, seemed to rule out the possibility of “good old modernist
withdrawal” altogether. “In deconstructing the sister notions of origin and originality,
537
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postmodernism establishes a schism between itself and the conceptual domain of the avantgarde, looking back at it from across a gulf that in turn establishes a historical divide,” Krauss
wrote in 1981. In her analysis, it would be a mistake to frame work by Pictures artists as simply
“one more step in the forward march of the avant-garde.”541
But some argued that the term avant-garde was worth refurbishing and holding onto. In
1981, Buchloh wrote that “the present excitement” over postmodernism in “the art press” was
framed as “the end of the avant-garde.” He took a more measured view, suggesting that the
purported collapse of modernism should be read as a cyclical phenomenon, analogous to crises
in capitalist economics. He advocated for the continued relevance—and necessity—of resistance
to power, which he framed as a quintessentially avant-garde practice.542 For Buchloh, the term
avant-garde still held water, though it was no longer defined by modernist withdrawal. In his
view, the lasting promise of avant-gardism in the early 1980s was tied to the ongoing need for a
critical interrogation of power and resistance to the status quo. This rhymes with an argument
made by Owens at the postmodernism symposium that same spring (where excerpts of
Buchloh’s essay were read by Levine). Owens argued that the potential for aesthetic and political
resistance in the postmodern era and postindustrial economy resided “not in producing works of
art, but in lodging work within an informational system which exists within society, and which is
used by those in power to retain power.”543 However, Owens notably discards the term avantgarde in favor of theories of deconstruction and postmodernism. (“We didn’t believe in the idea
541
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of an avant-garde anymore, but we were certainly acting like one,” he later said.544) Of course, as
I argue throughout, the end of avant-gardism doesn’t mean that critique and resistance are no
longer possible. Rather, it calls for the reformulation of these terms as ordinary, everyday
practices that seek to create change gradually from within a system itself.545
The imperative to intervene into existing informational circuits—to work within systems
rather than seek an ‘outside’ to them—must be understood within the broader context of the late
1970s and early 1980s. This was a moment when, in Foucault’s telling, the texture of power
shifted in the West. Previously, in what he terms “disciplinary societies,” power was in which
power is embodied and localized in institutions; this regime was being supplanted by a societies
of control, where power is embodied in and enforced by individual citizens and the social
field.546 The foreclosure of an “outside” to power or the institution played out both in the realm
of theory and in lived experience. The political theorists Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri,
reflecting on the new world order defined by the postmodern information economy, wrote that
“[Empire is] a new world, a world that knows no outside. It knows only an inside, a vital and
ineluctable participation in the set of social structures, with no possibility of transcending
them.”547 What began to emerge in the late 1970s, alongside a shifting understanding of power,
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was a notion of critique as “engagement with” rather than “withdrawal from”—what I, following
Lawler and building on a Foucauldian understanding of critique, term finesse. Desertion and
exodus are strategies of negation rooted in Marx’s view that the State is monolithic and
unchangeable.548 Resistance through engagement, by contrast, is premised on an understanding
that power is unstable and decentralized; it must be continually reproduced (through institutions
of culture, education, and so forth) to be maintained. As such, it is vulnerable to intervention and
subject to change—an example of hegemony as theorized by Gramsci. With this understanding
of power, the political theorists Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe suggest, withdrawal and
exodus are no longer adequate strategies for social critique within radical politics. An
engagement with existing institutions becomes the most viable way to change them. In their
elaboration of Gramsci, they suggest that certain tactics can be used to intervene in an existing
order and alter it from within: “Every hegemonic order is susceptible of being challenged by
counter-hegemonic practices which attempt to disarticulate it in order to install another form of
hegemony,” Mouffe writes.549 Thus, societal order and the meaning of a given institution are
secured by certain “hegemonic practices,” but can also be changed through “counter-hegemonic”
ones, which disarticulate power and rearticulate it differently. With this understanding, abstract,
general constructions of power such as “Empire” or “Capitalism” are no longer credible
adversaries; rather, power exists in a network and must be engaged with gradually and locally in
order to create change.
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Krauss and her protégés Crimp and Owens turned to poststructuralism to theorize this
new sensibility within the realm of art.550 In the “Allegorical Impulse,” Owens proposed that a
“deconstructive impulse”—which he observed in the work of Laurie Anderson, Sherrie Levine,
and Cindy Sherman—was the hallmark of postmodernism. This position was characterized by an
“impossible complicity”—in his words, “the unavoidable necessity of participating in the very
activity that is being denounced precisely in order to denounce it.”551 This departed from the
oppositional practices of the late 1960s and early 1970s, which Owens acknowledges came out
of a “very different political and cultural moment”—one in which didacticism and analytic
clarity reigned supreme. (The legacy of the late 1960s was upheld in the early 1980s by artists
like Haacke and Kruger, he suggests). But at the outside of this new decade, new strategies were
required: Owens proposed that artists should “work through whatever channels are available both
within and without specific institutions and align itself with the position that these other practices
represent vis-à-vis them.” 552 He describes a scrappy, tactical mode of operation. Lippard
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amplified Owens’s call, writing in 1983 that critical art practices can be a good partner to
didacticism,
sneaking subversively into interstices where didacticism and rhetoric can’t
pass…. Art that is not confined to a single context under the control of market and
ruling-class taste is much harder to neutralize. And it is often quite effective when
seen within the very citadels of power it criticizes…. And if the private
establishment enjoys owning unflattering mirrors or thinks their ownership
defuses the political effect of the work, they are nonetheless supporting further
opposition. Given capitalism, it’s not a bad tradeoff…. The power of art is
subversive rather than authoritarian, lying in its connection of the ability to make
with the ability to see… Potentially powerful art is almost by definition
oppositional—that work which works its way out of the prescribed channels and
is seen in a fresh light.553
The path forward, as Lippard’s envisioned it, was through negotiation, compromise, and
pragmatism. She acknowledged the conservative forces at play—capitalism, the market, “rulingclass taste”—yet points to art’s potential for resistance to them: its ability to show up in
unexpected contexts, whether invited or uninvited; its proximity to power; its capacity to
appropriate and rework meanings to counterhegemonic ends.
Artists who may not have been reading the poststructuralist texts and critical theory with
the same fervor as the October critics came to similar conclusions by different means. The
necessity of changing systems from the inside became clear once it was established that there
was no meaningful “outside” to speak of: artworks and people moved between alternative spaces
and the commercial gallery circuit; advertisers and the media borrowed freely from, or hired,
artists in order to produce content; and artists working day jobs as commercial photographers or
graphic designers observed the continuity between their wage labor and their art practices. A
conversation between Holzer and critic Bruce Ferguson offers a case in point: he suggests that
Holzer’s work uses “the very terms of the avant-garde’s attempts, now failed, to raise
553
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consciousness.”554 Yet these tactics had also became “the lifeblood of corporate and media
productions—of Hollywood and TV,” he points out. Holzer agrees that corporations and the
media, due to their financial means, had very effectively appropriated certain avant-garde
strategies for their own purposes. Yet this doesn’t foreclose the possibility that they could also be
used for a critique of power, she counters: “Hollywood adopted the techniques because they
work. They work for me, too.”555 The strategies themselves could, in principle, serve any
ideological position; what matters isn't finding strategies immune to recuperation, but who uses
them and to what ends. In fact, Trojan horse strategies might deliver a message most effectively:
“If you’re considered radical, you’re either shot or ignored, so I think I can be trickier and
possibly more effective if the message seems to come from on high, rather than from beneath,”
she explains.556 Haacke articulated a similar view in a 1984 interview with Yve-Alain Bois,
Crimp, and Krauss:
[O]ne needs to be aware of the potential for recuperation. But this should not
reach paranoid proportions. If I had been too concerned about cooptation, I would
probably not have been able to do the things I’ve done…. It takes stamina and
shrewdness to survive in this mess… Nothing can escape eventual absorption…
We just have to reconcile ourselves to the historical contingency of things. But if
the dissenting voices become the mainstream chorus, as it happened, for example,
toward the end of the Vietnam Warm, what more can one hope for?557
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Both Holzer and Haacke suggest that the key isn’t finding a strategy that is outside recuperation,
but rather, in continually modifying one’s position in relation to shifting vectors of power and
cooptation.
The Offices and A Picture Is No Substitute model two distinct paths for artists working
collectively in the early 1980s. They both seem to have responded to the call, by Owens,
Lippard, and others, for artists to exercise their agency by inserting information into existing
networks. Yet their means and ends diverge. The Offices sought to work outside the realm of art,
whereas A Picture Is No Substitute adopted a position on the margins of the inside— staging the
blink-and-you’ll-miss-it loft show, the reception in a little-known artist’s studio, the takeover of
an uptown ballet —forgoing rupture for a kind of finessing from within.558 In so doing, the latter
acknowledged that an artist with any kind of audience making a foray “outside” the art world
simply serves to expand its frame rather than explode it. 559 Rather than seeking a complete exit,
they acknowledged the coexistence of several different art worlds, each structured by its own
codes and mores. In the wake of their collaborations, the members of The Offices and A Picture
Is No Substitute moved in different directions: Fend, Fitzgibbon, and Nadin hewed most closely
to the avant-garde aim of parlaying artistic strategies into “real life.”560 They translated their art
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practices into work with media, agriculture, and ecology. Fend and Fitzgibbon focused their
efforts on circulating information within the news media through the satellite image brokerage
firms Ocean Earth and Space Force and Fitzgibbon’s work for network news. By contrast,
Holzer, Prince, Lawler and Levine drew back from the art/life threshold in order to make work
that circulated within spaces recognizable as “the art world.” Lawler and Levine worked squarely
within a museum and gallery context, Levine increasingly making abstract, conceptual work that
reflected upon authorship and value within the discourses of art and art history, and Lawler
finessing the threshold between art’s official and unofficial contexts, from gallery to storage
facility to collector’s home to auction house. They, along with other artists affiliated with Metro
Pictures, made work that was inserted into existing channels of information circulation within the
New York art world, yet did so in order to interrogate the habitual conditions of authorship, the
notion of originality, and the function of representation—the signal concerns of postmodernism
in the visual arts. As such, their insertions functioned as insertions into circuits that sought to
alter their composition from within.561
Alternative spaces emerged in the 1970s in part because new forms of artmaking required
different sites, contexts, and venues than museums and galleries could offer. And yet with time,
such spaces (or at least the artists that showed in them) were incorporated into the art
establishment’s economy of visibility. A lasting insight of the alternative space moment,
absorbed by The Offices and A Picture Is No Substitute, was the fundamentally unfixed and fluid
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nature of the relationship between center and margin—between “alternative and mainstream,
non-profit and for-profit, subordinate and dominant,” as Ault puts it. “A fundamental question
arises from a purely positional picture of the art world as a system. What are the relations within
the system?”562 This realization called for a more nuanced analysis of power than outside/inside
and us/them.563 “We had reached a time,” Artforum editor Ingrid Sischy wrote in 1980: “A time
of standing still. Of closed doors to growth and evolution. Doors of curatorial and editorial
policies.” In response, “Artists became active again as administrators, as critics, as fundraisers,
as publishers. Choices were activated.... The pitfalls are like landmines but it's still a
beginning.”564 Resistance was not obsolete, but new strategies were required. The ideals of
liberation and authenticity required reformulation and adaptation as tactics of resistance within a
system with no outside. The Offices and A Picture Is No Substitute, among others, answered this
call in the early years of the 1980s.
It would be easy to dismiss these initiatives on account of their short lifespans and limited
reach—or in light of the path down which The Offices’ proposal to “Work for Yourself / Rework
Anything” seems to have led. But to do so would be to miss their prescience: the generation that
encompasses Fend, Fitzgibbon, Holzer, Nadin, Prince, Winters, Lawler, and Levine was the first
to work from the premise that no radical idea is beyond assimilation or recuperation. This
realization does not invalidate the idea of resistance; it makes artists’ continual reformulation of
their critiques in response to shifting social, economic, and political conditions an even more
crucial task. The lasting import of these practices resides not in the answers they offered but in
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the questions they posed. In the 1980 ad in REALLIFE magazine, the Offices asked, WE ALL
KNOW WHAT THE PROBLEMS ARE, BUT WHO NOW MEETS THEM DIRECTLY?—an

today as clearly and urgently as it did nearly forty years ago.
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appeal that resonates

Chapter 3: Call and Response
Arranging Pictures
Walking through the front door of the New York gallery Metro Pictures in November
1982, you could be forgiven for feeling confused. You are expecting an exhibition of
photographs by Louise Lawler, but instead you’re greeted by a tableau of works by some of the
most talked-about artists on the gallery roster, hailed as icons of the “Pictures” sensibility (fig.
3.1): Cindy Sherman peers out from a backlit, cinematic image that hovers above photographs by
James Welling and Laurie Simmons; a large black-and-white drawing by Robert Longo of a man
striking a dramatic pose hangs next to a dramatic painting by Jack Goldstein. Intrigued, you are
drawn down a hall that opens onto a back gallery lined with photographs of artworks. Six large
color prints capture works by Jenny Holzer, Sherrie Levine, Andy Warhol, and others arranged
in different permutations against an interior decorator’s palette of backdrops: baby blue, lemon
yellow, chartreuse, tulip, black, kelly green (fig. 3.2). The idiosyncratic mode of presentation
rhymes with a nearby set of photographs that show works by Metro Pictures artists adorning the
homes of private collectors and the walls of corporate offices. They’re seen hanging salon-style
in crowded apartments and over stacks of binders and legal pads. What, exactly, are you looking
at? Is this a group show of gallery artists? An anthropological study of the contemporary art
market? An elaborate joke about the solipsism of appropriation art? These arrangements, brought
together by Louise Lawler, are located at the crossroads of personal taste, spatial constraint,
financial investment, and cultural capital.
A glance at the printed matter accompanying the exhibition clarifies Lawler’s gambit.
“Louise Lawler will present an arrangement of pictures and photographs of arrangements,” the
exhibition invitation promises in bold, modern type. The tableau in the front room of the gallery
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is, in fact, a “mixed media installation” by Lawler comprised of artworks sourced from the
gallery’s inventory. It’s on offer for the total price of the constituent works, plus a 10 percent fee
for the “value added” by Lawler’s selecting and arranging services.565 The colorful photos in the
back room document Lawler’s own arrangements of works, mostly by friends, from her personal
collection, and the images of artworks in situ were taken at the offices of Paine Webber Inc., a
stock brokerage firm; Weil, Gotschal & Manges, a corporate law firm; the homes of the
Schwartzes and the Rubells, private collectors; and the Metropolitan Museum and the Museum
of Modern Art in New York.566 The locations run the gamut from private and domestic to
grandiose and public. The individuals who selected and arranged the artworks, ranging from art
advisors to museum curators, are credited in Lawler’s titles; so too is her own role in the front
room installation. It is titled “Arranged by Louise Lawler, Metro Pictures, New York City,
1982.”
Lawler’s exhibition Arrangements of Pictures is significant not only as a landmark of
postmodernism and appropriation art, but because it doubles as an analysis of those very
paradigms at the moment of their emergence in the early 1980s. This chapter examines the
exhibition in depth, focusing in particular on artworks that were included in the installation but
have been heretofore overlooked, in order to argue that they offer the key to understanding
Lawler’s position at the time. I reappraise the literature on postmodernism in the visual arts, and
in particular that which has been grouped under what Hal Foster in 1983 called “a
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postmodernism of resistance,” in order to show that this category in fact contains two opposing
positions on the critical potential of strategies of mimicry, irony, and appropriation.567 I test these
theories against Arrangements of Pictures and the related work Birdcalls in order to probe their
use and limits for the present, particularly in terms of their analysis gender and identity.
Ultimately, I argue that Lawler and peers such as Kruger, Holzer, Levine, used mimicry and
appropriation to reveal the crucial importance of positioning—the consideration of who is
speaking, who is listening, and from what position—to the meaning of a work and its capacity
for critique. In practice, this offered an anti-essentialist, feminist critique of mastery that departed
from the detached critical distance promoted by the Frankfurt School and its followers. These
artists developed a nuanced understanding of identity as neither extraneous nor overdetermining
of a work’s meaning, which can now be understood as allied with the work of intersectional,
postcolonial, queer, and anti-racist thinkers working contemporaneously and in the years and
decades that followed.
By 1982, when Lawler made her solo debut at Metro Pictures, the cultural landscape had
shifted yet again, in the wake of the experimental, collaborative practices that had characterized
the 1970s. No longer did the alternative spaces of the late 1970s or the fly-by-night gestures of A
Picture Is No Substitute for Anything seem like the best way to respond to the present moment.
“This was a time when it was necessary to make signs,” Lawler recalled in an interview. “You
had to make a material work to try and produce some kind of discussion.”568 At this moment, her
practice shifted away from site-specific, gesture-based work and toward the photograph-based
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work for which she has since become best known. Yet despite this shift in approach, there
continuity is observable between these periods. Arrangements of Pictures, which opened at
Metro Pictures in late November 1982, featured two of the same colorful cibachrome
arrangements that Lawler and Levine had exhibited at Lawler’s loft under the auspices of A
Picture Is No Substitute for Anything, but their meaning was now transformed in the context of a
commercial gallery and the other works in the exhibition. Lawler later recalled feeling conflicted
about what felt like a new imperative to produce images anchored in material objects—the shift
away from ephemeral gestures felt, in her words, a bit like “selling out.”569 It lacked the “purity
and rigor” of the approach taken by her friend Christopher D’Arcangelo in the mid-to-late 1970s.
Yet even as she produced work for a gallery context, Lawler took an unconventional
view of authorship and ownership. She most often used other artists’ work as the raw material
for her own, insisting implicitly and explicitly that the production of an artwork never happens
alone—it’s a social act. “A work of art is produced by many different things. It isn’t just the
result of an unencumbered creative act.” Lawler has observed. “It’s always the case that what is
allowed to be seen and understood is part of what produces the work. And art is always
a collaboration with what came before you and what comes after you…. No work is really
produced by one person.”570 Though this observation was made decades later, the conviction is
observable even in Lawler’s earliest work, which consistently cites and acknowledges the
involvement and contributions of others’ in the making of her own work.
The images produced for Arrangements of Pictures showed artworks by Metro-Picturesrepresented artists in a multitude of contexts beyond traditional exhibition spaces, in effect
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offering an oblique analysis—from within—of the gallery and the larger network to which it
belongs. The commercial gallery is, of course, a site where exposure generates value, selection
and arrangement emphasize taste, and stakes are measured in percentages: the gallery’s half of a
sale; the director’s commission; the favored collector’s discount; the art advisor’s fee; the
curator’s compensation. Lawler flirts with these roles from the position of the artist, making sitespecific work whose site, here, is the commercial gallery and the social and economic
transactions it brokers. Metro Pictures was an especially interesting case study: due to the
influential jobs formerly held by its founders and its association with the Pictures exhibition, it
was rich in cultural capital from the start. Through Arrangements of Pictures and its analysis of
Metro Pictures, Lawler extends the analysis of artistic and service labor discussed in the previous
chapter to acknowledge the cultural realm’s increasing imbrication with the realm of high
finance during the art market boom of the 1980s.571
The artworks featured in the row of colorful prints in the back room of the gallery were,
like the configuration in the front room, arranged by Lawler. However, the crucial difference was
that here, the artworks appeared as reproductions within photographic prints attributed to Lawler.
The compositions featured an idiosyncratic mix of artworks and quasi-artworks: McCollum’s
plaster “surrogate” paintings, Levine’s appropriationist photographs of nudes by Edward Weston
and landscapes by Eliot Porter, a poster of a pink-and-purple cow by Andy Warhol, a dish from a
set of tableware by Lichtenstein, a postcard of a painting by Lichtenstein, a self-portrait that
Peter Nadin had drawn and redrawn from memory, and a text piece by Jenny Holzer (figs. 3.3-8).
(The latter two were conceived as a collaboration between the two artists.572) The photographs
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place “original” artworks (many of which are, ironically, acts of visual or textual appropriation in
themselves) alongside “secondary” reproductions (a postcard of a work by Lichtenstein and a
poster by Warhol), or objects whose status as art is ambiguous (a dish from a tea set by
Lichtenstein).573 In so doing, they slyly acknowledge the questions of authenticity, originality,
and authorship that became central to the discourse on postmodernism and photography
discussed in this chapter. All the works could be understood as direct or indirect “reproductions”
of other images from high art or mass culture, even before Lawler reproduced them by
rephotographing them—consider Warhol’s silkscreen of a found image of a cow, or
Lichtenstein’s reproductions of comic books, or McCollum’s plaster casts of frames, or Levine’s
purloined photographs. (One critic initially mistook Levine’s Porter and Weston appropriations
as Westons and Porters, but corrected himself a few lines later—“actually, I’m told [that they’re
the work of Sherrie Levine]”, he writes.574) The titles of Lawler’s works deliberately name some
of the artists in each composition, but never all of them, creating a hierarchy of visibility: (Allan
McCollum and Other Artists) Chartreuse (1981); (Andy Warhol and Other Artists) Tulip (1982);
(Jenny Holzer and Other Artists) Kelly Green (1982), for example. The proper names were listed
first, yet relegated to a curiously placed parenthetical, followed by the color—baby blue, lemon,
black—that would otherwise seem to serve as a mere backdrop. The named and unnamed artists
rotate depending on the piece, playfully mimicking the verbal tic that names certain artists in a
group show, while the rest are summarized as also-rans, depending on their subjective
573
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importance to the speaker. All of the artworks pictured were drawn from Lawler’s personal
collection, and thus they would all have held significance to her. They weren’t acquired through
the official channels (curator, art advisor, dealer) that she aped in her front room installation, but
instead given as gifts and through trades. Recall that Levine’s After Eliot Porter landscapes had
been shown in Lawler’s loft as part of an early A Picture Is No Substitute for Anything event,
while the cow poster was a token of gratitude from Warhol.575 Each work is therefore the trace of
a personal connection or relationship, an index of social exchange, now distilled into a new
image: a photographic print on sale in a commercial gallery.576 The colorful backdrops and
jigsaw-like arrangements evoke the way that artworks might be hung in a domestic environment,
where personal taste rather than museological categorization governs arrangement. All of them
were staged and photographed in Lawler’s live-work loft on Greenwich Street, save for (Andy
Warhol and Other Artists) Tulip (1982), which was made in California.577 As Guy Bellavance
has noted, the works bring together two views of the work of art: the institutional and the social.
Photographic work like Lawler’s “opens art to its surroundings,” he writes, “to the contingent
spaces that surround artistic activity and the site of art.”578 Together, title and image invite
examination of the hierarchies subtly signaled by proximity and placement in both such contexts:
above or below, before or after, or entirely out of sight. They thicken A Picture Is No
Substitute’s ephemeral experiments into material form.
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While the front room at Metro Pictures showcased an arrangement of artworks that had
yet to be sold, Lawler’s photographic tableaux in the back gallery shone a light on her own
personal collection. Another group of photographs on view extended the repertoire of contexts to
include artworks by Metro Pictures artists hanging in collectors’ homes, corporate offices, and
two New York museums. The titles of these works, rather than highlighting the artworks they
contained as above, instead named the individuals responsible for the works’ presentation in that
context: private collectors (Arranged by Barbara and Eugene Schwartz (fig. 3.9) and Arranged
by Mera and Donald Rubell) (3.10); the CEO, art collection curator, and liaison at a stock
brokerage firm (Arranged by Donald Marron, Susan Brundage, and Cheryl Bishop at Paine
Webber, Inc.) (figs. 3.11-14); a partner at a corporate law firm (Arranged by Carl Lobell at Weil,
Gotshal & Manges) (3.14); and museum curators (Arranged by Claire Vincent at the
Metropolitan Museum of Art, NYC and Arranged by Mary Fanette at the Museum of Modern Art)
(figs. 3.15-16) (all works 1982).579
The photographs taken at the Metropolitan feature sculptures by Degas and Carpeaux, but
the real focus of these compositions is the apparatus of display that surrounds the artworks. The
rectilinear vitrines encasing Degas’s The Little Fourteen-Year-Old Dancer (bronze cast, 1922)
and smaller ballerinas in bronze overlap with the grid of windows in the museum’s André Meyer
galleries of 19th-century art, which opened in 1979, a result of the renovation and expansion
undertaken by the architectural firm Roche Dinkeldoo. (A New York Times article described the
unorthodox reinstallation of the collection as a conspicuous expression of a “post-modernist
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ethos.”580) The outline of the city skyline is faintly visible through the window screens, the
skyscrapers a metonym for the alliance of high finance and real estate that reshaped New York
City during Edward Koch’s 11-year tenure as mayor beginning in 1979.581 A glass case housing
a biscuit porcelain cast of Carpaux’s The Prince Imperial and his Dog Nero (which is itself a
copy of sorts: a 1912 cast based on an 1856 composition) is printed with several dense
paragraphs of explanatory text, some of which disappears against the backdrop of a painting
within Lawler’s composition. Another series of photos in Arrangements of Pictures focuses on
impressionist works by Cezanne, Monet, and Degas in collection of the Jeu de Paume museum in
Paris; rather than photographing the works in their entirety, Lawler split the frame between a
fragment of the painting and the frame and nameplate (fig. 3.17). Though their subject matter is
ostensibly documentarian, Lawler’s attention to formal concerns is striking: line, plane, framing,
and transparency are given at least equal importance within each composition. For example,
Lawler exploits the reflective nature of certain surfaces to emphasize the ways that artworks are
overlaid, implicated, and imbricated with one another in exhibition spaces even before she
captures these relationships on film. Her attention to staging establishes a reciprocity between the
contents of the photographs and their arrangement in the room: the selections from MoMA’s
photography collection in Arranged by Mary Fanette at the Museum of Modern Art, New York
are arranged in a particular formation line and grid formation that is echoed within Lawler’s own
installation. In Lawler’s work, the content of images also informs the way they appear in real
time and space. What lies “inside” and “outside” the frame is not strictly divided, but rather a

580

Hilton Kramer, “Does Gérôme Belong with Goya and Monet?,” New York Times, April 13,
1980, sec. 2.
581
For more on Mayor Koch’s reshaping of New York City according to a neoliberal, probusiness agenda, see Chronopoulos, Spatial Regulation in New York City; and particularly as it
relates to art and public space, see Deutsche, Evictions.
233

series of relationships that inflect and inform one another. What’s more, the artworks pictured
from the Met and MoMA collections, like many works in Arrangements of Pictures, call into
question the notion of an “original.” Photographs were long excluded from the canon of modern
art in part because of their reproducibility, and the porcelain and bronze casts produced in
multiple by foundries and manufacturers decades after Degas and Carpaux sculpted the original
forms are thoroughly disconnected from the hand of the artist to which they are attributed.582
Through these images, Lawler slyly acknowledges that the status of artworks as “authentic” or
“original” had been in question long before postmodernism placed these questions front and
center.
Artworks by the same Metro Pictures artists featured in Lawler’s front room
installation—Cindy Sherman, Jack Goldstein, Robert Longo—are also pictured in her Arranged
by… photographs, but here they are figured after the point of sale, at home and at work. A Cindy
Sherman film still is now found at the corporate law firm Weil, Gotshal & Manges, where it
hangs above a desk crowded with papers and binders and staffed by a woman with large glasses
and white hair (fig. 3.14). In the reflection, one can make out two other framed artworks and a
bookshelf housing more binders across the room. Another pair of Sherman’s works are seen
through a doorway in the Schwartz home, adjacent to paintings by Milton Avery and Jack
Goldstein; yet another hangs above a sideboard housing binders and stacks of yellow legal pads
at Paine Webber, Inc. (3.13). A Robert Longo drawing from the Men in Cities series is seen from
an oblique angle as it hangs by a window in Paine Webber’s office in New York’s financial
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district (3.11).583 The cityscape outside, seen from high above ground level, is partially reflected
in Longo’s drawing. The skyline echoes the lacquered cast-aluminum cityscape reliefs that
interspersed the drawings in his debut exhibition, Men in the Cities, at Metro Pictures. Although
the portrait captures a man in a suit, his skinny tie and contorted posture are more evocative of
the jagged tones of No Wave music than a 9-to-5, marking the distance between Longo’s social
milieu and that of the stock brokerage firm that his drawing now inhabited. Another memorable
image features three paintings by Roy Lichtenstein surrounding a Panafax machine tended by
two young men (their attire akin to the man in Longo’s drawing) at work in the Paine Webber
office (3.12). They hover over the device, which bears a banal hand-lettered proclamation—“Do
not turn off the fax machine at any time!”—that contrasts with the cheeky tenor of the comic
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Digging deeper into Paine Webber unearths a web of interconnections between art, high
finance, and Lawler’s own social network. Two of the photographs Lawler took at Paine
Webber, both titled Arranged by Donald Marron, Susan Brundage, Cheryl Bishop at Paine
Webber, Inc. (1982), feature the Frank Stella wall relief Indian Bird, which appears behind glass
doors that frame the piece. The doors’ the metal handles are superimposed over the metal wall
relief work, and one can glimpse lilies on a reception desk to the right. The same Stella work was
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graffiti culture to please corporate clients. Lawler offered it as a cover image to Art & Auction in
February 1983. Haacke turned his unwavering eye to the firm in 1979 with the work Thank you,
Paine Webber (1979). Of it, he writes: “Paine Webber, one of New York’s largest brokerage and
investment firms, has used its annual reports as a vehicle to explain to stockholders and the
public the workings of the economy from a conservative point of view…. The slogan “Thank
you, PaineWebber,” which was invented by the Marschalk Company, PaineWebber’s advertising
agency, has been used since 1976 in television commercials, printed advertisements, on balloons,
and on umbrellas. Donald B. Marron, now the chairman and chief executive officer of the
PaineWebber group, was elected chairman of the board of trustees of MoMA in 1985. On that
occasion, the museum’s director, Richard Oldenburg, declared, “Mr. Marron represents a very
important community, namely the corporate community, which has been come more and more
important to all cultural institutions, including museums.” Paine Webber had an art gallery in the
ground floor of 1285 Avenue of the Americas, their office as of 1985, which was located in
proximity to the posh gallery district on 53rd Street. (Hans Haacke, “Catalogue of Works: 19691986,” in Unfinished Business, 198). Closing the loop, Paine Webber sponsored an exhibition of
Stella’s 1970s and 80s work, including the Indian Birds, at MoMA in 1987-88 (“Frank Stella:
1970-87,” October 12, 1987–January 5, 1988, The Museum of Modern Art, New York).
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strips sampled by Lichtenstein. One work juxtaposes a speech bubble declaring “Sweet dreams,
baby!” with a fist stamped with “POW!” While the artworks in Lawler’s tableaux index personal
relationships and social exchanges, the Arranged by… series reveal the capacity for the same
work in a different context to function as a marker of cultural capital, patronage, or investment.
As Andrea Fraser later observed, Lawler’s work is constituted not just by the
appropriation of images, but the appropriation of positions: in making the front room hanging
and back room photographs for Arrangements of Pictures, Lawler acted as a consultant, curator,
and documentarian; at other points she masquerades as a publicist, museum worker, graphic
designer, or art director.584 Her choice to name various “arrangers” in the titles of her
photographs—collectors, museum curators, corporate executives—acknowledges the other side
of this proposition, namely that many people other than an artist contribute to the meaning of a
work. (Recall the statement by Lawler quoted earlier suggesting that no work is produced alone.
“Art is part of a cumulative and collective enterprise viewed as seen fit by the prevailing
culture,” she elaborated.) Critics picked up on this as-of-yet unarticulated conviction in their
reviews. One wrote that “the curator or arranger is seen as a collaborator in the production [of the
work],” interpreting Lawler’s gesture as a critique of individual authorship and its currency on
the art market.585 Another wrote that the show “gives you a different sense of what an art gallery
is. One of the things it is a conduit which gets art into the home, the office, and the museum, and
Lawler suggests that the people who help get it there—the collector, the art consultant, and the
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curator—may deserve equal billing.”586 Through this work, Lawler made two moves that
radically recalibrated inherited notions of authorship and artistic labor: by taking on work usually
considered secondary to the role of the artist as the substance of her practice, she expanded the
roles available to an artist; and by acknowledging the essential contributions of those usually
relegated to a supporting role, she reorganized the conventional hierarchy of visibility that
structures labor in the art world.
The most potent works in Arrangements of Pictures might seem like non-sequiturs at first
glance. Dodgers Stadium (1982) is taken from the nosebleed section of a Los Angeles baseball
game; the view is partially obscured by a pole, and only the outfield occupies the bottom corner
of the frame, which is centered on the Jumbotron and surrounding crowd (fig. 3.18).587 Swan
Lake (Lincoln Center) (1982) was taken on the night that Lawler invited guests to an evening at
the New York City Ballet; the blurred forms of the ballerinas are visible in the distance, but
audience members’ heads and the balcony bannister, visible only as inky silhouettes, interrupt
the view (fig. 2.8).588 The distant vantage points of these images contrast sharply with the
photographs adjacent, which feature close-ups of Cezanne and Monet paintings in ornate frames
at the Jeu de Paume in Paris. The baseball stadium and the grand auditorium, one a site of
“lowbrow” or popular spectatorship, the other “highbrow,” contrast with one another as well as
the context in which they appear: a commercial gallery associated with a niche milieu of
emerging artists associated with postmodern appropriation art. The performance of Swan Lake at
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Lincoln Center exemplifies a form of institutionally-enshrined high culture reserved for a certain
class, while the sports stadium offers a more casual, inclusive form of mass spectatorship.
Though the cost of admission might have been comparable at the Dodger’s Stadium and the New
York City Ballet, and each requires an understanding of certain rules and codes in order to be
appreciated, their class and cultural connotations are worlds apart and there is limited overlap
between their target demographics. The inclusion of the baseball game and the ballet
performance recalls Lawler’s presentation of a portrait of a racehorse from the New York Racing
Association at Artists Space in 1978; in both contexts, she referenced a mode of spectatorship
seemingly external to the art context within the space of an art exhibition, inviting consideration
of the differences and surprising similarities between the disparate sites. Lawler’s approach
comes off as determinedly nonjudgmental and even-handed; each of these contexts has its
audience, its codes, its sphere of interest, yet Lawler doesn’t explicitly locate them within a
hierarchy of taste. (There is “nothing tendentious” about Lawler’s photos, one critic observed).
Instead, she carefully observes and notes their differences, amplifying them for the viewer
through juxtaposition and arrangement.
The work of Pictures artists splits the difference between the populist stadium and the
highbrow auditorium pictured in Lawler’s photos: these artists used photography and film—
mediums that were then relative newcomers to the canon of high art—to reframe imagery
borrowed from mass culture. They exhibited in prestigious museums and international
exhibitions as well as alternative and artist-run spaces. It’s not insignificant that Lawler’s
photographs of Swan Lake and the Dodgers game were used to illustrate excerpts from Guy
Debord’s “The Society of the Spectacle” in Wedge magazine earlier in 1982. Seen individually,
images are equivocal, but their pairing alongside the essay suggests that high art and popular
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culture share audiences, not to mention unexpected affinities (if Lawler’s presence at both events
can be taken as any indication). Lawler’s photographs thus erode Debord’s firm separation
between “authentic” experience and spectacle culture. In his 1967 text, he declares that
“spectacle manifests itself as an enormous positivity, out of reach and beyond dispute,” which
demands “passive acceptance that it has already secured by…its monopolization of the realm of
appearances.”589 Lawler’s images of the racetrack, the auditorium, and the stadium suggest, by
contrast, that the meaning of a cultural object has more to do with who is looking, and how, than
with anything intrinsic to the material itself. Meaning is produced in the encounter between
object, context, and viewer. This is as true of the sports game as it is of the collector’s home, the
corporate office, or the museum pictured in Lawler’s other photos. Each of these sites occasions
an audience, and what they see and make of the artworks depends on the context as well as the
interpretive apparatus and lived experience that they bring to the situation—in other words, their
angle of approach.590
Reviews of the Arrangements of Pictures fixated on Lawler’s good taste: they noted her
“light and elegant touch” and her “tasteful and culinary” arrangements; the overall effect had
“the sparkle of a well-designed magazine spread.”591 Yet critics also questioned Lawler’s
motives and means. They pointed out that her work didn’t involve creating or producing in the
traditional senses, but rather “editing” or “pointing”—it made a case for “selectivity as an
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aesthetic act.”592 Roberta Smith, writing in the Village Voice, confessed: “I’m not sure I take her
efforts completely seriously as art, but as meta-art or meta-criticism or something, it’s quite
serious.”593 Another critic, Therese Lichtenstein, underscored the self-reflexivity of Lawler’s
practice: “By focusing on contextual frames, the referent of these works becomes the act of
looking… [The work] is thus self-critical, for Lawler explicitly participates in the very processes
of re-presentation that her work explores…. Lawler’s arrangements are deliberately inscribed
within the frames they expose.”594 Lichtenstein rightly points out that Lawler undertakes her
analysis from within the Metro Pictures network, though I contend that the artist’s aim is not to
expose, a strategy favored by first-generation institutional critique artists such as Asher, Buren,
and Haacke. Lawler’s analysis of the very context in which her work was exhibited might echo
the Haacke’s polls of gallery and museum visitors (for example, Gallery-Goers’ Birthplace and
Residence Profile, Part 1 [1969] and MoMA Poll [1970]), yet she veered away from Haacke’s
factographic, data-driven presentational strategies. Tellingly, two critics invoked Haacke’s work
in their review of Lawler’s show. Smith noticed that both artists make use of “data” that is read
as art because of its context. Stephen Eisenman noted that, in contrast to Haacke, Lawler’s
“social critique is latent rather than manifest,” and operates on registers beyond research and
exposition:
For these reasons, and because of her occasionally excessive reliance on what
Haacke (after Brecht) called the ‘culinary,’ a non-ironical reading of her work is
possible. Her photograph of the Dodger Stadium is too beautiful and the Robert
Longo drawing too beguiling to be coerced into cooperating with her ironies.595
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Eisenman reads Lawler’s work as an ironic social critique, yet suggests that her nondidactic
approach might compromise its effectiveness. It’s “too beautiful” and “too beguiling.” He
invokes Bertolt Brecht’s notion of the ‘culinary,’ which refers to the sensuous aspects of art or
culture. For the German playwright and poet, the “culinary” could be pejorative or praising: if a
work’s sensuous aspects were privileged over its content, he might use the term dismissively; by
contrast, he endorsed the culinary if it was used in service of self-reflexive critique, to comment
upon a medium, context, or tradition.596 In his review, Eisenman doesn’t distinguish between the
“critical” and “uncritical” applications of the culinary, and he faults Lawler for her ‘excessive’
use of it. Eisenman sees beauty and sensuousness as at odds with the “irony” of Lawler’s work,
because they open it up to non-ironic readings that would understand the work as simply
beautiful and beguiling.597 In so doing, he reinforces the notion, advanced by the Frankfurt
School and extended by many Marxist artists and critics in the 1960s and 70s, that in order to be
political or critical, art must be unambiguous, didactic, and expository in form and content. This
is implicitly and explicitly set in binary opposition against decoration, style, design, mimicry,
and masquerade, which are feminized and devalorized. Against this endorsement of didactic
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clarity in content and form, I propose that multivalence and mimicry are precisely the strengths
of Lawler’s work. For her, aesthetic strategies such as framing, composition, arrangement, and
color were not at odds with analysis, but tools for enacting it. The press release for Arrangements
of Pictures stated these concerns up front, explaining that her work “addresses or confronts
prevailing systems of establishing art, taste, and style. The work draws attention to art’s
condition by exploring the nature of its presentation, i.e. in what place, with what other art, for
what audience and to what effect.”598 Indeed, Lawler’s work was not only a reflection on the
importance of presentational strategies and positioning in establishing art’s meaning, as indicated
by the photographs of artworks in situ, but also put these lessons into practice: critics agreed that
her compositions of other artists’ work were “tastefully arranged,” (Eisenman); “surprising and
frequently delightful, with a logic that seems purely visual,” “accessible and (excuse the word)
fun,” (Grundberg).599 These critics—most of them male—praised Lawler’s exhibition, but in
gendered terms that risk condescension. For them, Lawler’s work didn't deploy the visual cues of
radical critique or political commentary, but rather pleased the palate and piqued light reflections
on the multiple ways of seeing and reading an image. Or so it would seem.

The Making of Metro
The apparent innocuousness of Lawler’s analysis might be attributed to the fact that it
was undertaken by invitation. Indeed, the common denominator of all of the works shown in the
exhibition was its host venue, Metro Pictures: the works in the front room were drawn from
gallery inventory and had previously been shown there; the artworks pictured in corporate
598
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offices and collectors’ homes belonged to collectors who had patronized Metro Pictures; and the
photographs of artworks museums and Lawler’s colorful cibachromes now comprised a part of
the gallery’s inventory. The sum of these parts was, in fact, an analysis of Metro Pictures itself—
not just the physical space of the gallery, but also the network comprised of its founders, the
artists they represented, critics, curators, collectors, and its broader public. The exhibition is sitespecific, but expands the definition of site beyond the physical characteristics of the space to
include its social and ideological underpinnings. (In this sense, the exhibition extends the
analysis of institutional space undertaken by Lawler and D’Arcangelo at Artists Space in the
group exhibition discussed in Chapter 1).
Metro Pictures opened almost exactly two years prior to Lawler’s exhibition, in midNovember 1980 (fig. 3.19). The gallery’s opening celebration took place just a few weeks after
Ronald Reagan was elected president, inaugurating a new era defined by neoliberal economic
policies and a rising tide of social conservatism in the United States.600 The new administration
provoked reflection in the American art world, too, particularly among politically-engaged
artists. After “a decade spent on the question whether we can change ourselves and the way
things are by willing it,” Martha Rosler reflected a few years into his presidency, “now it seems
like everything we achieved, inadequate and distorted as some of it was, is to be revoked by the
radically reactionary regime.”601 These changes reverberated in the New York art world as a
boom in corporate and private collecting initiated a shift away from the publicly funded
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alternative spaces that had enlivened the decade prior.602 With the emergence of postmodernism,
artists and critics questioned the separation between politics and spectacle, between art and
entertainment, and between radical resistance and cooptation.
No gallery embodied the antinomies of this new era more fully than Metro Pictures,
founded by Helene Winer, formerly of the non-profit Artists Space, and Janelle Reiring, formerly
of Castelli Gallery. The gallery was explicitly conceived as a commercial platform for the young
cast of characters that had congregated at Artists Space under Winer’s directorship. As I outlined
previously, Crimp’s 1977 exhibition and essay Pictures lent a legible group identity to a
heterogeneous group of artists.” Though it’s hard to underestimate the influence of Crimp’s
exhibition and essay in forging the very notion of a “Pictures Generation,” Winer’s role has been
underacknowledged by comparison. It’s significant to note that, as Crimp attests, the artists
included in the Pictures exhibition only make up a part of what’s now known as the Pictures
Generation; the founding of Metro Pictures also played an important role.603 Crimp recalls that
Winer invited him to curate an exhibition and gave him a list of artists whose studios she
encouraged him to visit, and from this group he chose the artists included in Pictures.604 This
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was a canny gesture on Winer’s part; she likely anticipated the clarifying and unifying effect of
Crimp’s curatorial perspective and his development of a critical discourse around the scene that
had begun to congregate at Artists Space. In Crimp’s account, Pictures artists were united by
their proclivity for imagery borrowed from mass media and everyday life. They retooled the
meaning of appropriated source material through strategies of “quotation, excerptation, framing,
and staging” rooted in photography.605 For him, the implications of this shift were profound:
these artists’ excavation of representation itself—how an image comes to mean something, and
how it might be made to mean something else—signaled a paradigm shift into postmodernism.
His revision of the “Pictures” essay for the Spring 1979 issue of October marked the first time
the word postmodernism appeared in its pages.606

someone who did studio visits.” Douglas Crimp, Interview of Douglas Crimp [Transcript],
interview by Johanna Burton, August 8, 2009, 55-56, 62, Smithsonian Archives of American
Art. Crimp recalls that he became friendly with the artists in the Pictures show and on the Metro
Pictures roster, but “I didn’t become close friends with any of them. They were younger than me.
They were a different generation and a very different sensibility from mine. That’s one of the
kind of curious things about the “Pictures” show is that it wasn’t really – it still isn’t I think in
some sense, truly my sensibility.” (Crimp, Interview of Douglas Crimp, 64). Winer and Crimp
first met around 1974 and worked together on a project called Art Information Distribution,
which distributed slides of contemporary art accompanied by instructional guides written by
Crimp (on painting and an introduction to 1970s art), Reiring, Lizzie Borden (performance),
Michael Harvey, and David Ross (video) to encourage the incorporation of contemporary art into
university and art school curricula. (Crimp Smithsonian Oral History 36-38). Ragland Watkins,
who began working at Artists Space just before the Pictures exhibition opened, recalls Pictures
and the relationship between Crimp and Winer as follows: “Pictures generated a lot of interest
and actually more as it receded into the past. It’s greater than any of the individuals in it. There
may have been a little tug o’ war between Doug Crimp and Helene Winer about who was
responsible for what. Ultimately that was the beginning of their falling out. She felt successful
and maybe he didn’t feel he was very successful… that was my perception of the situation.
Helene may have been the source of all these people, because most of them were from CalArts.
But Doug did the essay and made sense out of it.” Ragland Watkins, 5000 Artists Return to
Artists Space, 135.
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There was considerable overlap between artists who had shown at Artists Space during
Winer’s tenure as director and the Metro Pictures roster.607 The idea for the gallery had, in fact,
percolated during Winer’s time at the alternative space and while Reiring worked at Castelli.
(Lawler also worked at Castelli Gallery part-time from approximately 1973 to 1978, labeling
slides, managing the press archive, and staffing the front desk.608) At the time, very few galleries
in New York showed very contemporary art, and nearly none exhibited young artists. “Young
artists were not invited anywhere…[to] any museum opening, any gallery opening. They just
weren’t welcome or wanted,” Winer remembers.609 Artists Space marked an exception to this
paradigm, and as a result openings and exhibitions at Artists Space were met with enthusiastic
attendance from a community of emerging artists. Yet “once they had shown at a place like
Artists Space, there was no place for them to go,” Reiring recalls. “Even for the more established
artists at Castelli, with the exception of a couple of really big names, there essentially wasn’t a
New York market.”610 As attention toward artists who had shown at Artists Space grew, Winer
and Reiring saw that there was an emerging market for their work. The pair began selling work
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out of Reiring’s Greenwich Street loft on evenings or weekends and on breaks from Reiring’s
job at Castelli, which was conveniently located at 420 West Broadway in SoHo.611 Initially, they
planned to open a TriBeCa space only open at night so that Reiring could keep her day job at
Castelli, but as the idea developed, it became “more professional and more of a real gallery.”612
Yet at the time, the idea of opening a gallery seemed not only improbable to them, but
potentially obsolete: “[I]t wasn't as if I was thinking, ‘Oh I'm going to work at Castelli and then
I'm going to open a gallery of my own,’” Reiring recalled. “It didn't seem possible. It almost
seemed like the next wave would be agents and people representing artists rather than having a
gallery. Then it began to change towards the late 1970s. There was a group of collectors
interested in work by younger artists.”613 On the strength of this potential, Reiring and Winer laid
plans to leave their posts at Artists Space and Castelli Gallery. They knew that if they didn’t act
quickly, many of artists with whom they were working would be picked up by other galleries and
distributed across an existing network rather than being represented by a gallery founded on a
shared sensibility.614 Other factors likely contributed to Winer’s decision to leave Artists Space:
the feeling that the artists showing there by the end of the 70s were no longer her peers, but a
new, even younger generation; the pressure to professionalize in order to satisfy funding
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agencies; and, though she does not mention it, the scandal and controversy surrounding the 1979
N----- Drawings exhibition likely also played a role in her departure.615
“When Metro Pictures opened, it was a very important event,” the critic Craig Owens, a
close friend and graduate student colleague of Crimp’s, recalled. There was a feeling among their
social group that “We had been working for a couple of years, and now we had all arrived, in
some sense.”616 Even the gallery’s name, shared with a film production company with its origins
in Hollywood’s golden age, conjured the image of a stable of stars.617 Indeed, Metro Pictures
offered a tailor-made platform for a group of artists who were gaining increasing recognition
under the banner of Pictures and appropriation art. The gallery debuted with a group exhibition
that announced their roster and functioned as something of a manifesto for their program: it
featured the work of Troy Brauntuch, Jack Goldstein, Michael Harvey, Thomas Lawson,
William Leavitt, Sherrie Levine, Robert Longo, Richard Prince, Cindy Sherman, Laurie
Simmons, James Welling, and Michael Zwack.618 The opening brought together two generations:
a more senior group of artists and dealers such as Castelli and Sonnabend, and the younger scene
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that had crystallized around Artists Space under Winer’s tenure there.619 In its first year, the
gallery mounted solo exhibitions by Jack Goldstein, Cindy Sherman, Robert Longo, Richard
Prince, Michael Zwack, Troy Brauntuch, James Welling, Michael Harvey, Laurie Simmons,
Thomas Lawson, and Sherrie Levine. A group exhibition in September 1981 included Sarah
Charlesworth, Louise Lawler, and others.620 (All these artists, save for Charlesworth, Harvey,
and Welling, had exhibited at Artists Space under Winer’s directorship.) Winer, Owens, and
Crimp’s recollections of the period speak to a sense of common cause and a degree of collective
identity among the artists who showed at Artists Space and Metro Pictures and the critics who
wrote about them. The artists in this milieu in the late 1970s and early 1980s felt that their work
was “the next step,” Winer recalls, meaning that it continued the legacy of conceptualism but
also broke with it, inaugurating a new era.621 Since their work was largely not being written
about in the mainstream art press, Owens and Crimp felt that it was their responsibility to
“produce our own publicity and our own criticism around that work.”622 The rising popularity of
neo-expressionist painting around 1981 also lent a sense of collective identity to Pictures artists,
who defined themselves against that work, which they considered nostalgic and reactionary. The
work of the Pictures artists and the writing generated by Crimp and Owens was, in the words of
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the latter, levied against the “resurrection of easel painting” and its attendant notions of
immediacy and individual authorship; photography’s critique of originality and transparency was
understood as the ideal means to develop this critique.623
On a structural level, Metro Pictures was formed at the crossroads of two sensibilities that
had long been thought opposed: it was an “alternative” commercial gallery founded by the
former directors of a prominent alternative space (Artists Space) and what was seen as the most
important commercial gallery for living artists (Castelli Gallery).624 It was borne of the sense that
the line between alternative and commercial had, by 1980, become irrevocably blurred. As
Owens tells it, “The thought was: alternative spaces did not represent a critique of the market,
but that they were simply parts of the apparatus. They were where these works could be shown
for the first time, before they entered the market.”625 Public arts funding had come to seem like
“seed money for a market,” and though alternative spaces were not seen as identical to the
market, they “reflect aspects of an economic structure that the word market does not fully
cover.”626 By the late 1970s, public arts funding was drying up, and Artists Space was accepting
corporate sponsorships and hosting fundraisers (Pictures, which was underwritten by National
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Distillers and Chemical Corporation, was the first sponsored exhibition.627) Forming a gallery
and consolidating the Artists Space scene into a commercial gallery seemed like the logical next
step to Winer and Reiring. “There was still a sense of it being an alternative,” Owens explained,
but the extent to which “it was in opposition to the market was not clear. I don’t think any of us
had very strong sense of it being an opposition. The real fight for us was waged on an aesthetic
register.”628 Metro Pictures understood itself as an alternative at least in the sense of an
alternative to establishment galleries who turned a blind eye to younger artists, if not in a broader
aesthetic and ideological sense.
“It definitely marks the death of the 60s,” the critic Robert Pincus-Witten remarked of
Metro Pictures’ opening, signaling the larger symbolic significance of a shift from the nonprofit
to the commercial sphere.629 Levine recalled that “by then, for me, the real party was over….
Success is always crass. But so is failure.”630 The gallery platform thrust many of the artists who
had previously shown primarily at alternative spaces into greater international visibility and
created a new market for their work.631 “Many of the artists who had spent Friday afternoons in
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[Winer’s] office began showing their work in the broader, international context opened up by a
rejuvenated commercial system,” Thomas Lawson, artist and co-founder of REALLIFE
magazine, recalled.632 Metro Pictures represented a newer model of art dealer that heeded the
lessons of “the Siegelaub Idea,” which harnessed the power of publicity to advance artists’
careers.633 Metro Pictures press releases in the gallery’s first year were often largely comprised
of quotes about the artists’ work from critical texts published in October and Real Life Magazine,
as well as publications such as Art in America and Arts Magazine, exhibition catalogues and
even conference papers. These strategies yielded international results. Metro Pictures became an
important part of the “gallery/museum/collector complex,” to borrow a term used by Haacke in a
1984 interview.634 Brauntuch, Goldstein, Longo, and Sherman (as well as their peers Dara
Birnbaum, Holzer, Levine, Matt Mullican, David Salle, and Martha Rosler) were included in
Documenta 7 (1982), and Metro Pictures was invited to participate in the landmark international
exhibition Westkunst, which had a section for commercial galleries and amounted to a proto-artfair.635 But this attention was, of course, not equally distributed across Metro Pictures’ roster, and
this contributed to the rapid departure of several artists. “Several of the artists were extremely
successful very fast and with a whole gallery full of artists having their first show and starting
out all at the same level,” there were inevitable rivalries between artists that led to problems,
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Reiring explains.636 Richard Prince and Sherrie Levine were part of Metro Pictures’ original
roster, but they left the gallery within a year. Abigail Solomon-Godeau recalls that at the time of
the gallery’s founding, their work was “largely unsalable and quite literally incomprehensible to
all but a handful of critics and a not much larger group of artists.”637 Tensions also ran high
between galleries seeking to represent this promising new crop of young artists, and Mary Boone
Gallery and Annina Nosei Gallery jockeyed for position alongside Metro Pictures. As Reiring
recalls it, it was through Julian Schnabel that Boone became interested in Pictures-affiliated
artists like David Salle a few years after she opened her gallery. Artists like Matt Mullican chose
to show with Boone instead of Metro Pictures; others, like Troy Brauntuch and Sherrie Levine,
began showing with Metro before later exhibiting with Mary Boone.638 The Metro Pictures roster
is by no means the definitive record of Pictures artists. For example, Kruger is strongly
associated with the “Pictures Generation,” but she was never represented by Metro Pictures and
didn’t exhibit at Artists Space under Winer’s directorship. She began showing with Mary Boone
in 1987, at which point she was the first female artist represented by the gallery; Levine became
the second when she joined later that year.639 “It was extremely competitive” between dealers at
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the time, Reiring recalls.640 The model of an “alternative gallery” pioneered by Metro Pictures
would be taken up more widely in the East Village scene beginning in 1981. Younger upstarts
such as Fun Gallery, Civilian Warfare, Nature Morte, and Gracie Mansion showcased neoexpressionism, graffiti art, and scrappier, more experimental brands of conceptualism.641 Winer
and Reiring seemed professionalized and downright establishment by comparison. As Reiring
recalls, “We had to grow up very fast… We didn’t get to be a little kid gallery for very long,
because suddenly we were the [old guard], you know—they were the newest latest funky
scene.”642 In the East Village and the Bronx in the early 1980s, Lippard observed “a new style of
dissent based on collaboration and cross-cultural immersion in pop (and punk) culture.”643 This
granted space to artists of color long marginalized within the white-hegemonic art establishment

also acknowledged as one that would bring them increased market success and visibility.
Singerman observes that Kruger framed her relationship to Boone as a semiotic move: “it is with
great pleasure that I enter the symbolic space of Mary’s gallery.” In a Flash Art interview, when
pressed to acknowledge a difference between Boone’s gallery (understood as overtly
commercial) and Artists Space (figured as oppositional), she responded: “There is a difference
between Artists Space and Mary Boone, between Franklin Furnace and the Kitchen, between
Film Forum and Cineplex Odeon. However, all these sites are contained within a market
construction whose density varies from institution to institution. All engage in financial
choreographies.” As Singerman writes, Kruger “bought symbolic space for herself at Boone by
insisting that there was no space outside the market, that the autonomy…promised by the field of
cultural production had vanished.” Kruger said, in another interview, “I wanted to enter the
marketplace because I began to understand that outside the market there is nothing—not a piece
of lint, a cardigan, a coffee table, a human being.” This observation marked the ideological
distance between the early utopianism of 1970s alternative spaces and the realities of the art
market in the 1980s.
640
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and alternative space scene, but imbalances of power persisted. In the Village Voice, Kim Levis
wondered: “Are the East Village galleries really a new alternative, or the art scene replaying
itself in miniature like kids dressing up in their parents’ clothes? Is it an incubator, or an off-offWest-Broadway showcase—a feeder system for bigger galleries?” East Village dealers seemed
to think of themselves as “charity workers, social workers, providing spaces for ‘piss-poor young
artists to show,’ helping the neighborhood kids get an art education, making their blocks safe, but
meanwhile they’re creating a gallery system of their own…. It’s appropriate that in the Reagan
80s, the closest thing to new alternative spaces are small business ventures.”644 The East Village
gallery scene, organizations such as ABC No Rio and Group Material, and the south-Bronx
based space Fashion MODA were forward-thinking in their attempt to grapple with and
counterbalance the white hegemony of the mainstream and alternative New York art worlds in
the early 1980s. However, from today’s vantage, it seems clear that the distribution of power
remained far from equitable. Their attempts their at community outreach, however wellintentioned, were often misguided and misplaced. This period is ripe for reappraisal, though an
in-depth analysis of this particular topic remains outside the present purview of this project.
Needless to say, when Arrangements of Pictures opened in late 1982, Metro Pictures
“already had an image” and the coherence of a group identity, Lawler recalls; its roster was
“often spoken of and written about together.”645 Lawler’s inclusion within the Pictures milieu
was hardly a given at the time: though she had exhibited at Artists Space and was well
acquainted with the Metro Pictures circle, her name is notably absent from Crimp’s “Pictures”
essay and other early theorizations of postmodernism and appropriation art. (Crimp has said that
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Lawler’s work was “unrelated to what [he] was talking about” in his essay.646) Buchloh and
Owens framed her work as somewhere between institutional critique and appropriation art, and
placed it the lineage of the early work of Asher, Buren, Haacke and Broothaers.647 Lawler has
said that the 1978 group exhibition that she participated in at Artists Space (discussed in Chapter
1) was part of what “started the term” appropriation, though the term wasn’t yet formulated
coherently in relation to Pictures art. “In a way, we broke the ground for a number of people. It
was definitely all in the air. It just hadn’t been verbalized in that way yet,” she recalls. “There
was a real sense of community and mutual involvement at that time.”648 In 1981, she produced a
matchbook embossed with the phrase WHY PICTURES NOW?, which might be understood by those
in the know as questioning the mounting enthusiasm for Pictures art; to the uninitiated, it raised a
more general question about the contemporary stakes and significance of images, in a sense
posing the question answered by her and Levine’s moniker A Pictures Is No Substitute for
Anything. Lawler thus oscillated between the roles of “insider” and “outsider” in the Pictures
milieu, and this chameleon-like stance became central to her practice. It might come as no
surprise, then, that for her debut exhibition at the gallery, she (in her words) “self-consciously
made work that ‘looked like’ Metro Pictures.”649 Her language is telling, for it implies intimate
knowledge of the codes of an in-group—to the extent that one can emulate and pass as one of
them—yet suggests that the affinities might not extend beyond surface appearances.
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Camouflage
Amidst the density of visual information and references in Arrangements of Pictures, one
image in particular stands out: a striking, spare photograph of a parrot titled Portrait (1982) (fig.
3.20). It is unlike any other in the exhibition, yet strangely the work has never been commented
upon in relation to its original context. Portrait’s quiet presence was not captured by any images
documenting the installation, but I consider it the linchpin of the show. The green-and-yellow
bird, posed against a scarlet red backdrop, coyly peeks over its shoulder and returns the gaze of
its observer with a single round eye. This is a portrait of a sitter reluctant to be captured. The
vivid monochrome backdrop and stark outline of the parrot have visual similarities with the
Pictures sensibility—consider the colorful commercial backdrops and appropriated imagery of
Goldstein’s films of the mid-late 1970s or Charlesworth’s photographs in the 1980s—yet this
image was, in fact, composed from scratch by Lawler herself. The artist brought a seamless red
backdrop to a pet store and photographed a parrot proffered for the purpose on the spot.650 I
understand it as a cipher for the mimetic mode of critique that Lawler was developing in the
early 1980s, and for her unstable position within the discourse of appropriation art at large.
Portrait was first conceived as a record cover for a planned vinyl release of Lawler’s
sound piece Birdcalls (1972/1981). Though it was never released in that form, the artist
repurposed the photograph in other contexts, including offering it to magazines that requested
her headshot.651 It can also be understood as a self-portrait, then—a portrait of the artist reluctant
to be captured. Deutsche describes the image as “a self-portrait, in camouflage.”652 What is the
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significance of this particular avatar? Parrots are, of course, best known for their propensity for
rote repetition and recall. They mime the capacity for language and thought through their
uncanny ability to copy others, yet they supposedly generate nothing new of their own. Or so it is
said. Hillel Schwartz, in The Culture of the Copy, surveys the ways that the notion of production
and originality has long been gendered in the West: women were seen as mere copyists, while
men were the active producers of original material.653 In this sense, the parrot, as an icon of rote
repetition, can be understood as a feminized producer.654 During this period, Lawler collected
images of parrots, including Manet’s Young Lady in 1866 (1866), which appears in a photograph
of a gallery at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, published in her photographic
portfolio “Arrangements of Pictures” (October 26, Autumn 1983).
At Metro Pictures, Portrait was installed in a hallway that connected the front and back
galleries, facing a door that led to the office. The ambiguous image takes on different meanings
depending on its surroundings. In the context of Arrangements of Pictures, it operates on a few
different registers. A quick read might frame it as an ironic portrait of Lawler, or the Pictures
artists at large, which implies that they are merely parroting the images and ideas of others.
Lawler’s works are, after all, created out of the raw materials of other artists’ work. In this sense,
Lawler’s parrot beats skeptics to the punch. Recall how Lawler disclosed that one of her
intentions with the exhibition was to make work that “looked like” Metro Pictures. In so doing,
she acknowledged a recognizable Metro Pictures “look” or style, which functioned like a
currency—a mark of affiliation and insider status. This implied that the gallery had helped create
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“a unified group identity” through its support of a particular group of artists and a particular
sensibility, in effect acting as a “framing apparatus that aids in the creation of an artist’s (public)
identity,” as one critic observed.655 Yet Lawler was simultaneously inside and outside the
Pictures frame: inside, because she was close with many of its protagonists and was now invited
to show at Metro Pictures, and outside, because she had not been included in the Pictures
exhibition, was not part of the Metro Pictures’ initial roster, and had been making work that was
not clearly associated with Pictures at the time. Lawler used the invitation to exhibit at Metro
Pictures (which codified her inclusion in the Pictures milieu) as an opportunity to comment on
the gallery’s role as a framing device for heterogeneous practices grouped under the rubric of
Pictures or appropriation art. Lawler is in some sense a producer of counterfeit goods: she knows
the codes of Pictures art well enough to reproduce them and introduce them into circulation, but
she doesn’t aspire toward seamless, frictionless integration. She also operates as a double agent
within the Metro Pictures milieu, analyzing its operations at the same time that she participates in
them. The parrot functions as a smoke screen: Lawler is no mere parrot, but she masquerades as
one so as not to arouse suspicion about what might be going on below the surface. Something
new arises out of Lawler’s apparent repetitions.
The sound piece that the parrot photograph was originally intended to accompany—
Birdcalls—thickens the plot. In the seven-minute-long recording, conceived in 1972 and
recorded in 1981, Lawler camouflages her voice into a series of chirps, squawks, and warbles.656
They’re lifelike enough that one could be forgiven for mistaking them for a field recording. But a
keen listener, or one attuned to the codes, might make out the names camouflaged within the
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calls: a roster of A-list artists, seemingly all male and all white, ranging from pop art and
minimalism to conceptualism and neo-expressionism. Curator Andrea Miller-Keller nicknamed
it the “patriarchal roll call” because of its apparently all-male cast.657 The work amounts to an
insistent call-and-response between alpha males asserting their presence and dueling for
dominance. The sounds also conjure dealers, collectors, and curators feverishly chirping and
parroting artists’ names. The analogy to the art world’s strutting, preening, and squawking name
game of promotion and self-promotion is clear. Yet Lawler renders the pursuit of name
recognition ridiculous. She chooses to comment precisely by masking her own presence with
others’—speaking through them to make her point.
The birdcalls were developed almost a decade prior to their recording on tape, in
response to a particular set of circumstances: the outdoor exhibition Projects: Pier 18 (1971),
curated by Willoughby Sharp, for which 27 conceptual artists (including Daniel Buren, Dan
Graham, Gordon Matta-Clark, Lawrence Weiner) executed site-specific projects on a disused
pier south of the Brooklyn Bridge, by the South Street Seaport, in February and March 1971.658
Lawler and her friend Martha Kite assisted some of the artists on their projects. “The women
involved were doing tons of work, but the work being shown was only by male artists,” Lawler
recalls.659 To fend off unwanted attention and potential attacks on late night walks home through
the desolate streets of Lower Manhattan, Lawler and Kite learned that it was best to act
unhinged, or at least be as loud as possible. A chorus of birdcalls culled from the roster of
Projects: Pier 18 artists became part of their nighttime repertoire. It all started with Willoughby:
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“Willoughby Sharp was the impresario of this project, so we’d make a ‘Willoughby Willoughby’
sound, trying to sound like birds. This developed into a series of bird calls based on artists’
names,” she explained. “So, in fact, it was antagonistic.”660 Her phrasing is ambiguous: is the
antagonism directed towards Sharpe and his roster, or towards the unwanted advances and
threats of male passersby on the streets at night? There’s a slippage between the two that reveals
their commonality: masculine privilege leading to spatial territorialism and hostile environments
for women as subjects and agents in their own right. The birdcalls developed in response to very
particular circumstances; in her analysis, Deutsche sums them up as an “anti-predator response to
the presence of two dangers in Kite and Lawler’s habitat: physical attack in the streets of the city
and discrimination in the alternative art world.”661 She notes that while male birds typically sing
birdsongs to “attract mates or establish territory,” birdcalls “consist of one or more short,
repeated notes that convey messages about specific situations” like distress and danger.662 Thus,
the Birdcalls originated as both an act of self-defense and an assertion of the equal right to
occupy public space.
The Birdcalls share the multivalent duplicity of Portrait, albeit on a sonic level: Lawler
disguises her voice as a menagerie of birds—some of them parrots, perhaps—yet the birdcalls
are themselves camouflage for a list of proper names. To mistake Lawler’s voice for a genuine
birdcall, or to misapprehend the birdcall as communicating something “natural” or intuitive
rather than a proper name uttered in human language would be to fall for her ploy. Nor do the
Birdcalls simply reveal the “reality” (a name) behind an initial impression (a birdcall). As I will
argue, in this work the “natural” or authentic remains perpetually out of reach. The promise of
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easy access and understanding becomes an alibi for ulterior actions. Within the context of
debates about the critical potential of mimicry, irony, and appropriation within the discourse of
postmodernism, this seemingly mild gesture takes political force.
Lawler had intended to sell the Birdcalls record at Documenta 7, which took place in
Kassel, Germany in 1982, at a “souvenir booth” organized by Holzer and Stefan Eins (cofounder of the South Bronx alternative art space Fashion MODA).663 The booth was housed in
what Crimp describes as a “junky-looking construction workers’ trailer displaying various
objects for sale,” whose status as art and/or souvenir was “not immediately apparent.”664 Because
the Birdcalls record never came to fruition, Lawler made a different item available for purchase:
a set of stationery that she had created. The stationary’s header and footer borrowed and
recontextualized choice excerpts from Documenta curator Rudi Fuchs’ official letter of invitation
to artists. The first page began, in green lettering:
KASSEL, SEPTEMBER 1981
Dear ____________,
How can I describe the exhibition to you: the exhibition which floats in my mind
like a star…. —
One has to come down and go into the forest. There one encounters the most
beautiful trees, wonderful flowers, mysterious lakes and valleys—and people who
speak in different tongues. –
A second sheet continued,
663
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Moda Archive, Fales Archives and Special Collections, New York University, New York.
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If it is not met with respectful seriousness, the work of art will hardly or not at all
be able to stand its ground in the environment: the world around it, customs and
architecture, politics and cooking,—they all have become hard and brutal. In
constant noise one can easily miss hearing the soft sound of Apollo’s lyre. Art is
gentle and discreet, she aims for depth and passion, clarity and warmth.
The high, common language we must find again. We must not falter in man’s
grand program to reconstruct Paradise, although right now we can only tell about
it in fragments and fairy tales.
At the bottom of the two sheets, the source was cited in red: “Excerpts from a letter to the
participating artists by Director of Documenta 7, R. H. Fuchs, edited and published by
Louise Lawler.” The envelope was adorned with the phrase:
— Who meets whom and where: that is our story which will tell about our
experiences, our encounters in the forest of art.
DOCUMENTA 7: A STORY
KASSEL, WEST GERMANY
1982
Though Lawler had not officially been invited to participate in the exhibition, and therefore had
not personally received the letter, she nevertheless inserted herself into the exhibition through
what Crimp describes as an act of “subterfuge.”665 Lawler’s letter mocked the overwrought tone
and florid style of Fuchs’s letter, which argued for the reinstatement of aesthetic autonomy and
the singularity of the artist’s voice—traditional notions of artistic production that Pictures artists
actively sought to undermine through their work. According to Deutsche, Fuchs’s curatorial
vision was understood by many artists and critics as an attempt to “reaffirm the phallocentric,
aestheticist notion of the work of art as a complete totality transcending its conditions of
existence.”666 The exhibition privileged neo-expressionist painting, which “to a considerable
extent represented a regression to aestheticism.” Thus when Lawler committed the Birdcalls to
665
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Crimp, “The Art of Exhibition.”
Deutsche, “Louise Lawler’s Rude Museum,” 132.
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tape in 1981, she expanded her initial roster of minimal and conceptual artists to include the neoexpressionist painters Sandro Chia, Francesco Clemente, Enzo Cucchi, Anselm Kiefer, and
Julian Schnabel, which combated “the new upsurge in masculine name-recognition with feminist
name-calling.” Within the context of Documenta, Holzer offered her own rebuttal to Fuchs’s
curatorial premise by parlaying her official invitation to participate in the exhibition into a
second-order invitation to other artists who had not been invited. The resulting souvenir booth,
presented in collaboration with Fashion MODA, offered a space for unsanctioned voices to act as
parasites on the official proceedings, with Holzer acting as their welcoming host.667 The
invitation to represent her work in the context of Documenta—the chance to speak and be heard
through the platform of a prestigious international exhibition—was tactically multiplied into a
platform that included a greater multiplicity of voices.
The following year, in 1983, Lawler began presenting Birdcalls as a time-based piece
that overlaid its playfully mocking tones onto a variety of live contexts. One format involved a
slideshow of Lawler’s photographs of artworks captured in situ in galleries, museums, and
collectors’ homes, much like those presented in Arrangements of Pictures. The images were
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Buchloh praised the Fashion MODA booth as “one of the few brave curatorial choices,” yet
his choice of words is ambivalent. He describes a “petty commodity program…where artists’
tchachkis and souvenirs were traded over the counter” was intended to reveal “the hidden order
of exchange value underlying Documenta's high-art pretenses” Buchloh, “Documenta 7,” 110.
Buchloh’s essay doesn't mention Lawler’s stationary, but it includes a photograph taken by
Lawler of Lawrence Weiner’s wrapper for the Documenta 7 catalogue. The credit line reads as
follows: “Lawrence Weiner, Wrapper for catalogue of Documenta 7, 1982 (Photo: Louise
Lawler).” (126) The following year, Lawler chose to exhibit the same photograph as an artwork
titled “The Presentation of a Photograph of Louise Lawler Presenting a Work of Lawrence
Weiner Presented by Documenta 7 Based on a Photograph used by October Magazine to
Illustrate an Article by Benjamin H.D. Buchloh to Participate in an Exhibition at Franklin
Furnace Curated by Robert Barry and Viewed by a Public , 1983.” What was a photograph in
service of the illustration of a text becomes a standalone artwork. These subtle distinctions were
further explored in her photographic contributions to Douglas Crimp’s On the Museum’s Ruins
(1993), which were distinguished as either illustrations or artworks based on their captions.
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punctuated by title slides of artists’ names that corresponded with the calls. The recording played
simultaneously over speakers while Lawler operated the slide carousel. The slideshow always
began with Statue Before Painting, her photograph of Canova’s Perseus with the Head of
Medusa statue situated at the top of the grand staircase in the Metropolitan Museum.668 The
parrot photograph was also included in the carousel and usually appeared around the time of the
Dan Graham or Hans Haacke calls. The title slides were originally made for an exhibition at the
Palladium discotheque in New York; Lawler had hoped to play the birdcalls over the sound
system and project the names on the floor, but this idea never came to fruition, so she instead
debuted the piece at part of a live program at Danspace Project in June and July of 1983 (fig.
3.21).669 Despite shifting gears toward the production of images rather than gestures around the
time of Arrangements of Pictures, Lawler had an abiding interest in exhibiting her work using
“‘ordinary’ means of presentation, distribution, and interpretation,” as evidenced by her interest
in playing the Birdcalls at a nightclub.670
That July, Lawler also included the piece in À Pierre et Marie, an iterative exhibition in
an abandoned church in Paris curated by Claude Ginz in 1982-84 (fig. 3.22).671 The first
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Deutsche, “Louise Lawler’s Rude Museum,” 132.
Louise Lawler, email to the author, April 2, 2018. The live program, titled “In Order to Get a
Job You Need Experience / In Order to Get Experience You Need a Job,” took place from June
30–July 30, 1983 at Danspace Project at St. Mark’s Church in the East Village. The invitation
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Press release, Louise Lawler, “Arrangements of Pictures,” Metro Pictures, Louise Lawler
personal archive. Her biography in the press release lists where her work has been “formally
exhibited,” and follows this with the specification that “Lawler has regularly presented her work
in non-art contexts that employ ‘ordinary’ means of presentation, distribution, and
interpretation.” This interest was evidenced by A Picture Is No Substitute for Anything and
aligns with the contemporaneous work of The Offices, Colab, Jenny Holzer, and Barbara Kruger,
among others.
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The exhibition opened on June 27, 1982, though for the first half year, it simply showcased
the empty church. The church had been built in 1885 and would be demolished in 1985 by the
neighboring Institut Curie in order to build a hospital extension. The institute’s director, an art
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installation of art opened in January 1983, and it was followed by nine iterative installations
rolled out on an irregular basis until October 1984 (fig. 3.23).672 It included works by a wellworn roster of conceptual artists—Daniel Buren, Robert Barry, Dan Graham, Lawrence
Weiner—in addition to contributions by younger artists such as Lawler, Holzer, and Peter Nadin.
Holzer installed an iteration of her text-based Survival series written in French directly on the
walls of the church, and Nadin contributed work from the series of self-portraits drawn from
memory that also appeared Lawler’s Arrangements show. Lawler’s Birdcalls were strategically
installed above the entrance and played over loudspeakers on repeat. A list of the artists’ names
(all men, save for Jenny Holzer) was included next to the cassette player, which could be
accessed by ascending a small staircase to the second floor. Vivian Cameron observed that “it
seemed as though the chapel had been invaded by a flock of very strange birds who cried out
continuously,” and that Birdcalls “dominated the space and the other works on the ground
floor.”673 She also noted that a flock of pigeons had taken up residence in the disused chapel, and
Lawler’s calls were now humorously interspersed with their coos.674 Lawler disclosed something

collector, proposed the idea of hosting an art exhibition in the church before its destruction, and
worked with a group including Daniel Buren and Michel Claura to bring the idea into fruition.
They developed the concept of an extended exhibition in constant transformation and invited
artists to intervene into the space on an ongoing basis. In this sense, it shares structural
similarities with D’Arcangelo and Nadin’s exhibition The Work Shown in This Space…
discussed in Chapter 1. Michel Claura, ed., À Pierre et Marie: une exposition en travaux, Juin
1982 – Octobre 1984. (Paris: Association pour l’avenir de l’art actuel, 1986).
672
Michel Claura, “Bref Rappel des Faits,” in A Pierre et Marie: une exposition en travaux, Juin
1982 – Octobre 1984., ed. Michel Claura (Paris: Association pour l’avenir de l’art actuel, 1986),
7–8.
673
Vivian Cameron, unpublished, untitled manuscript, 1983. Cameron was an assistant professor
of Art History at the Nova Scotia College of Art and Design at the time.
674
Lawler also contributed two slide carousel works to the exhibition: one installation view
shows an image of the Parthenon projected into an arched niche in the church (on view
December 1983 through February 1984) (fig. 3.25-26). Another installation view, of a work
titled This May Be the Last, shows a Pollock painting alongside another, indiscernible image.
(On view Sept 30–Oct 21, 1984). Claura, A Pierre et Marie, 87.
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of her motives in her unconventional contribution to a section of the exhibition catalogue
dedicated to artists’ contributions. Most artists opted for boilerplate statements, but Lawler alone
chose to frame her oblique text with a thin frame (fig. 3.24).675 It read:

SPIRITUAL DECORATIVE ENTERTAINING
Nothing is unique and self-possessed.
In effect my efforts are vulgar; but they fit. They
undermine the institutional bloodletting, the loss of
meaning that is deferred to the material form and
presentation…
A deconsecrated church is not a bad place to
question a belief system.
June 1985

The format evokes an invitation or a business card, echoing the printed matter that Lawler and
Levine produced as A Picture Is No Substitute for Anything. Like their card stating “His gesture
moved us to tears,” from a 1982 exhibition at James Turcotte Gallery, the content here is
evocative but oblique. The words SPIRITUAL DECORATIVE ENTERTAINING could refer to attributes
assigned to art throughout history, from traditional to contemporary, while

offers a

blank space awaiting completion, much like the – – – – in D’Arcangelo’s anarchist statement,
which makes space for a yet-to-be-determined contribution. The card’s lapidary form and blunt
tone also evokes statements issued by Levine, Barbara Kruger, and Holzer during the period in
their work and texts they authored. Lawler’s card is notable, however, because it’s a rare
disclosure of intent: she seeks to undermine “institutional bloodletting” and the “loss of
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Lawler in Claura, 117.
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meaning” and “question a belief system,” which could be religious or artistic.676 One implication
is that “institutional bloodletting” promotes the health of the institution at the expense of the
artists and their work. The statement critiques the conservative notion that an artwork should be
“spiritual, decorative, entertaining” or “unique and self-possessed”—a view that was being
revived by neo-expressionist painting in the early 1980s. This constituted what Hal Foster called
“a postmodernism of reaction,” taken up in the next section. Lawler, by contrast, sought to
undermine the verities of tradition and the security of a masculinist position. Portrait, Birdcalls,
the Documenta stationary, and the À Pierre et Marie catalogue statement are united by their use
of mimicry, irony, and double meanings in order to launch a critique of mastery from a marginal
position. As such, these works radically reimagine critique as something that is most effectively
developed not from a distance, but on an intimate scale from within a structure itself.

Postmodernisms of resistance
“In cultural politics today, a basic opposition exists between…a postmodernism of
resistance and a postmodernism of reaction,” Hal Foster wrote in his preface to The AntiAesthetic, the landmark anthology on postmodernism that he edited and published in 1983.677 In
Foster’s account, a postmodernism of reaction represented a rejection of modernism through a
676

The relationship of this statement to the slideshows of historical and contemporary artworks
that she contributed to the exhibition (fig. 3.25-26) is ambiguous.
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Foster, “Postmodernism: A Preface,” xii. The anthology collected essays by Jürgen
Habermas, Kenneth Frampton, Rosalind Krauss, Douglas Crimp, Craig Owens, Gregory Ulmer,
Fredric Jameson, Jean Baudrillard, and Edward Said. Lawler read this book, telling the curator
Wadsworth Atheneum curator Andrea Miller-Keller in a 1983 letter, “It is one of those books
that everybody having anything to do with post-modernism has read. Actually it is about the only
one of the books I’ve read, even though I know I should and am in the middle of a situation
where it would be almost spoon-fed...I’m just somehow resistant.” Andrea Miller-Keller,
“Excerpts from Some Historical Documents about Louise Lawler, Emily and Burton Tremaine
and The Tremaine Collection, Arranged by Andrea Miller-Keller, or, ‘You’re Going to Love the
Thermostat next to the Miro.,’” in Louise Lawler: The Tremaine Pictures, 1984-2007, ed. Marc
Blondeau and Philippe Davet (Geneva: Blondeau Fine Art Services, 2007), 60.
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conservative withdrawal to “the verities of tradition (in art, family, religion…)” which ultimately
served to affirm the status quo. This strand of postmodernism was epitomized by the discourse
surrounding Italian, German, and American neo-expressionist painting, which many critics on
the left saw as a restaging of avant-gardist transgression as mere stylistic gesture, and a forceful
reassertion of the ideal of individual freedom through self-expression.678 By contrast, a
postmodernism of resistance constituted, in Foster’s account, a “counter-practice” that aimed to
critically deconstruct the tradition of modernism and the notion of origins: “[I]t seeks to question
rather than exploit cultural codes, to explore rather than conceal social and political
affiliations.”679 In his preface, Foster argues that the advent of postmodernism marks a shift in
how critique must be conceptualized. Within modernism, the aesthetic was figured as a
“necessary negative category, a critique of the world as is it is… a critical interstice in an
otherwise instrumental world” (a position epitomized by the work of Adorno, for example). By
1983, however, “this aesthetic space too is eclipsed—or rather…its criticality is now largely
illusory,” he wrote.680 New strategies are required, but Foster is tentative in his prognosis for a
path forward. An Adornian position of “negative commitment” might need to be rethought or
cast aside, he writes; or perhaps a Gramscian notion of interference, operating with a keen
awareness of its own limits, could take its place. Foster calls for resistance in the face of reaction,
yet remains circumspect about concrete steps to achieving this aim.
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The fate of avant-gardism and the emergence of postmodernism were hotly debated by
artists and critics during the late 1970s and early 1980s. Critics theorizing the status of critique
and the possibility of a “postmodernism of resistance” in The Anti-Aesthetic and beyond were
hardly in agreement. The strategies of photographic appropriation, parody, irony, and mimicry
developed by Pictures artists during this period functioned as something of a litmus test: were
these artists subverting the status quo, or cynically complicit with it? Broadly speaking, critics at
the center of these debates leaned in two different directions: Owens, Crimp, and Krauss
promoted a poststructuralist postmodernism that focused on the critique of traditional concepts of
authorship and originality through photography-based practices. Benjamin Buchloh, Martha
Rosler, and Frederic Jameson, using a vocabulary drawn from the Frankfurt School and Western
Marxism, argued for the abiding significance of avant-gardist strategies associated with
modernism, including the value of critical distance and the “unveiling” of commodity fetishism
and spectacle culture. For them, postmodernism signaled a dangerous fragmentation of a social
totality (understood to be unified by economic conditions, which as Engels suggested, are
determining “in the last instance.”681) Hal Foster straddled the two positions.682 Of course, these
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Louis Althusser and Etienne Balibar, Reading Capital, trans. Ben Brewster (New York:
Pantheon, 1970), 99.
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At times, Foster called for didactic clarity, in keeping with the Marxist take on
postmodernism; other times, such as in his essay “Subversive Signs,” he found critical potential
in a “double-edged” approach that he described as “subversive complicity” or “ironic
collaboration.” He says that although the work of Kruger and Holzer “does not conform to
political art conventions, it is acutely critical, i.e. political.” (Hal Foster, “Subversive Signs,” Art
in America, November 1982, 89, 92; Hal Foster, “Subversive Signs,” in Recodings: Art,
Spectacle, Cultural Politics (Seattle: Bay Press, 1985), 108.) Foster uses the term “doubleedged” in the 1982 version of the essay, and adds the term “subversive complicity” in a
significantly expanded and reworked version of the essay published in his essay collection
Recodings. This is likely due to the importance the term took on in the debate between Buchloh
and Owens discussed at the end of this section. Like Buchloh, Foster uses gendered language to
describe the work of Pictures artists: “The most provocative American art of the present is
situated at such a crossing—of institutions of art and political economy, of representations of
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discursive lines were not clearly drawn; for example, Buchloh’s writing was influenced by
poststructuralism, and the early writing of Crimp and Owens, shaped by their studies with
Krauss, retains a formalist bent and an attachment to critical distance, characteristics that her
writing maintained throughout this period.683 At stake in this broader discussion was the question
of art’s relationship to politics and social life and the status of critique in the early 1980s: should
art strive for didactic clarity and unequivocal political analysis, or were ambivalent strategies
such as parody and irony better suited to responding to the contradictions of contemporary life?
The sections that follow survey key contributions to the discourse of postmodernism from
poststructuralist and Marxist critics in order to analyze what notion of critique was operative in
these texts and how appropriation art fit into their frameworks.684 By testing this discourse
against Lawler’s Birdcalls, I will demonstrate how anti-essentialist, feminist strategies of
mimicry, irony, and appropriation revealed the limits of critical distance and underscored the
paramount importance of position in assessing a gesture’s capacity for critique in the early
1980s.
“In deconstructing the sister notions of origin and originality, postmodernism establishes
a schism between itself and the conceptual domain of the avant-garde, looking back at it from
across a gulf that in turn establishes a historical divide,” Rosalind Krauss writes in “The
Originality of the Avant-Garde: A Postmodern Repetition,” published in the Fall 1981 issue of
sexual identity and social life. More, it assumes its purpose is to be so sited, to lay in wait for
these discourses so as to riddle and expose them or to seduce them and lead them astray.”
(Foster, Recodings, 99)
683
Rosalyn Deutsche recalls: “After 1984, almost everyone was influenced by Peter Burger, who
was writing in the Frankfurt School tradition. I don't think any of the October critics, except for
Joan Copjec, were influenced by poststructuralist feminism until about 1983, when Owens
published 'The Discourse of Others.' And by 1984, poststructuralist/postmodern Marxism was
emerging.” Email to the author, March 2, 2019.
684
In this study, I use the term “Marxist” to refer to Western Marxism, i.e. predominantly the
theories of Karl Marx, the Frankfurt School, and their European and American followers.
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October and republished two years later in The Anti-Aesthetic.685 Krauss argues that artists and
critics invested in postmodernism were now acting together to “void the basic propositions of
modernism, to liquidate them by exposing their fictitious condition. It is thus from a strange new
perspective that we look back on the modernist origin and watch it splintering into endless
replication.”686 For Krauss, the emergence of postmodernism marks a paradigm shift. The
journal October, founded by Krauss and Annette Michelson in 1976, was arguably the most
important site for the development of a poststructuralist postmodernism in the late 1970s and
early 1980s.687 Owens recalls that, beginning around 1975, the term postmodernism became
important to “a very specific circle of people” associated with October, namely Krauss, Owens,
and Crimp—though it doesn’t appear in the pages of the journal until Crimp’s revised version of
the “Pictures” essay was published in 1979.688 Krauss’s theorization of postmodernism was
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The critic and painter Jeremy Gilbert-Rolfe was also a co-founder, but his tenure at the
magazine ended after issue three (Spring 1977), at which point Crimp began as editorial
associate. See Front matter, October 4 (Fall 1977). October published important first translations
of French theory, for example in Issue 1, Michel Foucault’s Ceci n’est pas une pipe (which had
been refused by Artforum while Michelson and Krauss were editors there). Crimp, “Interview of
Douglas Crimp,” 53.
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In Owens’ words, postmodernism was developed in “reaction to the hegemony of formalist
theory” of Greenberg and Fried, and its stranglehold on modernism, “to consolidate their own
withdrawal from mainstream dominant art discourse and practice,” the art that was then being
“pushed” by galleries and art journals. (Owens and Stephanson, “Interview with Craig Owens
[1987],” 299.) The prehistory of this line of thought began with Krauss’s 1973 essay “A View of
Modernism,” which inaugurated her break with the modernist position of her teacher Clement
Greenberg, which was based on progressive development and medium specificity. She faulted
him for failing to understand the importance of temporality, which for her indicates that an
artwork’s meaning is not inherent to the work itself, as Greenberg argued, but created in relation
to its context and viewer. “We are no longer innocent,” she wrote. By extension, it was now
necessarily to acknowledge the position of the critic as fundamentally subjective and partial.
“One’s own perspective…is the only orientation one will ever have,” she wrote (Rosalind
Krauss, “A View of Modernism,” Artforum 11, no. 1 (September 1972): 50–51. This essay
definitively marked her divergence from Greenberg and from his disciple (and her graduate
school colleague) Michael Fried, who extended Greenberg’s modernist position in his own work.
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developed in close dialogue with Owens and Crimp, who were doctoral students under her
supervision at the City University of New York’s Graduate Center during that period, alongside
Rosalyn Deutsche, Abigail Solomon Godeau, Benjamin Buchloh, Hal Foster, and others.689 It
goes without saying that Krauss and her students were highly influential in reshaping the critical
discourse and the field of art history during this period. Owens and Crimp, who by their own
account occupied a privileged position among Krauss’s students, held editorial positions at
October and published extensively in its pages early on.690 Krauss, Owens, and Crimp were
united by their commitment to bridging the insights of continental theory, psychoanalysis, and
literary criticism with the analysis of contemporary art.691 October sought to cultivate a critical
discourse on modern and contemporary art that offered an alternative genealogy of modernism to
the formalism of Clement Greenberg—a “counterdiscourse” which foregrounded the importance
of photographic practices, especially those used by dada and surrealism, and especially the work
of Marcel Duchamp.692 “What then came to be seen as the postmodern was that proliferation of

During the time that Owens and Crimp were her students, Krauss used her teaching “as a vehicle
to think her way out of her formalist allegiances,” Owens recalled, which was formative for him
and Crimp (Owens, Craig Owens, 61).
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Crimp, “Interview of Douglas Crimp,” 48.
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Crimp began working for October in the spring of 1977 and was listed as an editorial
associate beginning in Autumn 1977 (Issue 4), and occupied the roles of managing editor and
executive editor before becoming a full editor in Spring 1986 (Issue 36) through Winter 1989
(Issue 51). Owens was an associate editor on five issues beginning in Autumn 1979 (Issue 10),
and he departed in the winter of 1980, while the special issue “Art World Follies” was being
prepared. Crimp, “Interview of Douglas Crimp,” 51; Day, Dialectical Passions, 275n9; Owens,
Portrait, 77.
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Owens, Portrait, 63–64. Owens credits Crimp and Krauss with introducing him to
contemporary art in the late 1970s and shaping his sense of what was important: “I
was…tremendously influenced by what Rosalind and Douglas were looking at and what they felt
was important, what they thought was negligible, and what they thought was reprehensible. I
understood and totally adopted their position, but it was an adopted position.” He also cites
Winer’s influence on the art he was looking and at writing about, even prior to the founding of
Metro Pictures. Owens, 67.
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discourses on the outside,” Owens explained. He names film, video, performance, installation,
conceptual art, and “the dematerialization of art…a certain art economy based on the circulation
of signs” in the 1970s as leading to the rupture of modernism around 1980.693 In postmodernism,
no single movement or medium could claim dominance and centrality, yet the practice of
photography, or what Owens terms “the photographic,” became of paramount importance to the
argument that postmodernism involved a radical reappraisal of the modernist myths of
originality, ownership, and individual authorship.694
An important early articulation of these concerns came from Crimp’s essay “Pictures”
(1977/79). It was first published in a slim catalogue alongside the eponymous exhibition that he
curated at Artists Space in 1977 and revised and expanded for the Spring 1979 issue of
October.695 While the term postmodernism had been simmering beneath the surface of the initial
version, in 1979 it was named explicitly: “[I]f now we have to look for aesthetic activities in socalled alternative spaces, outside the museum,” he wrote, “that is because those activities, those
pictures, pose questions that are postmodernist.”696 Crimp argued that Pictures work marked a
definitive break with the formalist modernism championed by Greenberg and Fried, preoccupied
as it had been with medium specificity, autonomy, and plenitude.697 By contrast, Pictures artists

693

Owens and Stephanson, 300, 305. Italics added for emphasis.
Owens and Stephanson, 300. Owens recalls that Krauss influenced Jameson's conception of
postmodernism via an Irvine theory seminar that he taught. He says that her 1974 [1977?] essay
on the index has a discussion of postmodernism at the end (Owens Interview 299)
695
Crimp recalls that the essay was reprinted in October because Krauss wanted to associate it
with the journal. She and Michelson were part of an older generation that did not have direct ties
with the Artists Space scene, but forged ties with it through Crimp and Owens. (Crimp,
Smithsonian interview 57-58)
696
Crimp, “Pictures,” Spring 1979, 88.
697
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“apprenticed in the field of performance as it issued from minimalism,” and shared a similar
interest in temporality and performativity.698 To the extent that their work issued from
modernism, it was a modernism “conceived differently,” for they took a “radically new approach
to mediums” defined by strategies of visual and textual appropriation—“quotation, excerptation,
framing, and staging”—they excavated the conventions of representation, retooled their
meaning, and distilled them into tableaux. “Underneath each picture is always another picture,”
Crimp wrote, indicating that a search for origins had been supplanted by their infinite regress—
an idea popularized by the reception of Baudrillard’s texts in the New York art world at the
time.699 Representation operated as a key term in both versions of Crimp’s essay: to suggest that
a word or image is a representation is, per De Saussure and Barthes, to understand it as a
construction; its meaning is arbitrary, context-dependent, and subject to change, rather than
natural or ahistorical. Whether or not artists had read the key texts of structural linguistics and
poststructuralism, Crimp saw in their work evidence of their insights:
[A] a group of younger artists sees representation as an inescapable part of our
ability to grasp the world around us. It is not, therefore, relegated to a relationship
to reality that is either secondary or transcendent; and it does not achieve
signification in relation to what is represented, but in relation to other
representations. Representation has returned in their work not in the familiar guise
of realism, which seeks to resemble a prior existence, but as an autonomous
function that might be described as ‘representation as such.’ It is representation
freed from the tyranny of the represented.700
The mediums of photography, film, and video had a power to replicate “recognizable things,”
and in appropriating and recontextualizing this “available imagery,” they loosened and
reconfigured their meanings, making clear that images are not transparent to what they purport to
represent. (Lawler and Levine’s dictum “A Picture Is No Substitute for Anything” resonates
698
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again here.) All representations are constructed, set-up, staged. The Pictures sensibility marked a
stark departure from the didactic, analytic mode of conceptual art and the “what you see is what
you see” materiality of minimalism.701 These artists didn’t view the proliferation of media
images in everyday life as evidence of a “lost reality”—on the contrary, their work offered the
insight that “it is by way of representation that reality comes to us.”702 Just a few years after the
Pictures exhibition, Owens already described it as “historic.” He cites it as a huge influence on
the art he looked at and wrote about during that period; for the first time, he developed personal
relationships with the artists about whose work he was writing, and he felt a “tremendous sense
of working on a kind of shared enterprise” with the Pictures artists, Crimp, and Krauss.703 As I
will discuss, this also shaped his understanding of the relationship between “inside” and
“outside” the institution, and the interaction of spheres of the art world—art history, criticism,
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and the art market—that had long been maintained the appearance of separation in the name of
critical distance.
The centrality of photography to “Pictures” foreshadowed the medium’s significance to
the early theorizations of postmodernism that were developed in the pages of October. The
publication dates of the two versions of Crimp’s essay bookend a special issue of the journal
focused on photography, which contained contributions by Krauss, Hollis Frampton, Nadar,
Hubert Damisch, Crimp, Thierry de Duve, Jean Clair, and Craig Owens.704 The editors’ note,
drafted by Michelson, argued that photography radically reappraised the concepts of value,
authenticity, and authorship as they had been traditionally conceived in the arts. This derived
from the fact that photographic prints exist in multiple, with no proper ‘original’ to speak of; that
that “authentic” prints can be produced by technicians rather than the photographer herself; and
that the medium of photography is based on reproduction rather than production as it was
traditionally conceived.705 Michelson’s analysis dovetailed with the poststructuralist critique of
representation articulated by Crimp’s contribution to the issue, as well as the ideas that were
being batted back and forth between Owens, Crimp, and Krauss in their writing at the time.
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In retrospect, perhaps the most significant contribution to the issue was Owens’s essay
“Photography ‘en Abyme’.” Therein, he extends Derrida’s insight that meaning arises in
language through a mise en abyme of relations with no stable origin by applying it to the realm of
images. The practice of deconstructive reading is premised on the notion that, in Derrida’s
words, “one can read a book within a book, an origin within the origin, a center within the
center”—and, Owens adds, “a photograph within a photograph.”706 As images that derive from
negatives that can be printed in infinite multiples, photographs are “but one link in a potentially
endless chain of reduplication.”707 Thus, an absence or abyss displaces the privileged position
once occupied by terms such as originality, authenticity, or reality.708 Photography is no longer a
means for “gaining mastery and control over objects,” but instead becomes a way to recast the
meaning of an image.709 In a similar vein, Crimp’s “Photographic Activity of Postmodernism”
(Winter 1980) argues that postmodernism is characterized by a plurality of copies and the
absence of the possibility of an original; photography was, for obvious reasons, the ideal visual
correlate for this tendency. Artists such as Longo, Sherman, and Levine used “purloined,
confiscated, appropriated, stolen” images to make clear that photography is always
“representation;” claims to originality had no firm ground to stand on. Even longstanding artistic
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tropes such as nature and the self are cultural constructs cobbled together out of existing
materials, Crimp argues.710
Owens elaborated his theory of postmodernism in his two-part essay “The Allegorical
Impulse: Toward a Theory of Postmodernism” (Spring-Summer 1980). As discussed in the prior
chapter, Owens argues that postmodernism is defined by an “allegorical impulse” that doubles
one text or image with another, and in so doing, recasts its meaning from within.711 He observes
that postmodernism isn’t unified by a particular visual language; rather, it brings together
heterogeneous practices such as “appropriation, site specificity, impermanence, accumulation,
discursivity, hybridization” that are united by their capacity for duplicity.712 Owens anchors his
analysis in the work of Laurie Anderson, Troy Brauntuch, Levine, Longo, and Sherman, whom
he characterizes as “artists who generate images through the reproduction of other images.”713
Allegory’s ability to “encode two contents within one form” is, for him, quintessentially
postmodern.714 The essay assembles the raw materials of what would come to be understood as
the critique of representation—a skepticism toward the ability of images to represent their
referents in a straightforward way that Owens observed in the work of Pictures artists.
Krauss, for her part, developed a theory of postmodernism that took aim at the myth of
the artist (or author) as a sui generis, original producer. In “In the Name of Picasso,” (Spring
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1981), Krauss critiqued what she called an “art history of the proper name,” in which the
biography and subjectivity of the artist are taken as the bedrock of an artwork’s meaning. She
understands this loss of stable meaning as a defining characteristic of postmodernism, which she
describes as “an art of a fully problematized view of representation, in which to name (represent)
an object may not necessarily be to call it forth, for there may be no (original) object.”715 Here,
too, postmodernism is articulated as a critique of representation. In “The Originality of the
Avant-Garde…,” published in the fall of 1981, Krauss argues that repetition and the copy have
long haunted the idea of an original, despite the fact that notions of authenticity and individual
subjectivity played a central role in the history of the avant-garde. She corroborates this thesis
through reference to the recurrent trop of the grid, the proliferation of bronze casts of Rodin
sculptures, and the fact that impressionist brushstrokes—seemingly so spontaneous—were often
laboriously constructed “signs” of spontaneity. Krauss connects this history to the postmodern
work of Pictures artists, taking Sherrie Levine’s photographs of photographs as a key example.
Rather than repressing the presence of the copy, as certain modern artists had done, she argues
that postmodern artists embrace and deconstruct the copy. In so doing, they break with
modernism by exposing the notion of origin as a fiction—in effect “voiding” and “liquidating”
its currency.716 The splintering of unity and proliferation of copies is quintessentially
postmodern, she argues—yet despite its presence in her title, Krauss only uses the word
postmodern at the end of the essay:
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“[I]nsofar as Levine's work explicitly deconstructs the modernist notion of origin,
her effort cannot be seen as an extension of modernism. It is, like the discourse of
the copy, postmodernist. Which means that it cannot be seen as avant-garde
either. Because of the critical attack it launches on the tradition that precedes it,
we might want to see the move made in Levine's work as yet another step in the
forward march of the avant-garde. But this would be mistaken. In deconstructing
the sister notions of origin and originality, postmodernism establishes a schism
between itself and the conceptual domain of the avant-garde, looking back at it
from across a gulf that in turn establishes a historical divide.”
For Krauss, the work of Levine and her Pictures peers marked a paradigm shift into a new period
called postmodernism, and a definitive rupture with the tenets of modernism, in particular the
notion that representation might be transparent to meaning. This notion had been present in her
writing as early as 1977, where in “Notes on the Index” she pointed out that photography as a
medium is always involved in re-presentation.717 It’s hard to imagine works better suited to
corroborating Krauss’s point than Levine’s photographs of photographs by modernist giants such
as Walker Evans and Edward Weston.
A key question that emerged in the discourse around postmodernism and the Pictures
artists was whether appropriation was, in fact, critical—and what the term critique even meant at
that point in history, if, as Foucault proposed in 1977, there is no “outside” to power.718 This
question came into sharp focus in Crimp and Owens’ writings in 1982, but was anticipated by a
discussion of “subversive complicity” in the second part of Owens’s 1980 “Allegorical Impulse”
essay. For Owens, mimicry, dissimulation, disguise and parody were key to the allegorical
impulse and its capacity to generate double meanings. (Given the historical association of
femininity with masquerade and queerness with code-switching, gender and sexual identity are
717
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operative here, but as-of-yet unnamed.) Owens endorsed “subversive complicity” as a new mode
of critique that moved beyond the distance-based modes of critique advanced by the Frankfurt
School. The work of Pictures artists, in his words, denounced mimicry, but “it is nevertheless
through mimetic strategies that this denunciation is made. We thus encounter once again the
unavoidable necessity of participating in the very activity that is being denounced precisely in
order to denounce it.”719 For Owens, this is a quintessentially deconstructive move: it works
from the inside, using the materials of the discourse it intends to critique. In his essay
“Representation, Appropriation, Power” (May 1982), Owens further elucidated what he meant
by a critique of representation, which he describes as “an attempt to use representation against
itself to challenge its authority.”720 At the same time that Frederic Jameson mourned the
destruction of “the binding or absolute status of any representation” within postmodernism—in
other words, representation’s claim to truth—Owens argues that images are never transparent;
they only seem that way if they conceal their own constructedness.721 In light of this, Owens
doesn’t consider ambiguity a weakness, as Buchloh does (discussed below). For Owens,
instability is mimicry’s greatest asset because of its adaptability. If no critique is immune to
recuperation by the dominant order, then an infinitely adaptable mode of engagement is best
suited to staying one step ahead of one’s opponent. Owens thus figures critique as a tactical
mode of engagement that harnesses subterfuge, mimicry, and false appearances to achieve its
aims.
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In “Appropriating Appropriation,” (December 1982), Crimp argues that appropriation is
not an intrinsically critical strategy. He distinguishes between two different kinds of
appropriation: “retrograde” appropriation (Robert Mapplethorpe’s appropriation of tropes drawn
from still life and marble statuary are his example) and “progressive” appropriation (Sherrie
Levine’s photographs of photographs illustrate this point). However, due to the threat of
institutional absorption, Crimp is skeptical of the possibility that appropriation might offer a
sustained, radical mode of critique: “All works made within the compass of existing art
institutions will inevitably find their discursive life and actual resting place within those
institutions,” he writes. “But when these practices begin, even if very subtly, to accommodate
themselves to the desires of the institutional discourse,” as with, for example, Richard Prince’s
work and Cindy Sherman’s portraits of stars, “they allow themselves to enter that discourse
(rather than intervene within it) on a par with the very objects they had once appeared ready to
displace.” Thus for Crimp, proximity and participation are at direct odds with critique.
Appropriation risks becoming “just another academic category—a thematic—through which the
museum organizes its objects,” he concluded.722
The theories of postmodernism developed by Krauss, Crimp, and Owens between 1977
and 1982 focused on the ways that postmodernism reappraised modernist notions of authorship
and representation, particularly through photographic strategies that undercut modernist claims
to originality or uniqueness. Their writing from this period offered a crucial groundwork for the
theorization of postmodernism in the visual arts and remains extremely generative today. Yet it
should be noted that there is an undeniable historical distance between how Owens, Crimp, and
Krauss understood their roles at the time and the status of these artists and texts today. The
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writers saw themselves as working from a vanguard position at the margins of the art
establishment about an underrepresented group of artists, largely for an audience comprised of
their peers. Owens recalls that he and Crimp understood their writing in October as a refusal of
the commercial market and the conventional role of the critic at the time. “I think we felt we
were doing something that could not be used. We were producing kinds of theoretical arguments
that were of no use whatsoever to somebody who wanted to sell a painting. We felt we were
writing for the art-historical record. We were also beginning to question the set of power
relations that marginalized work like what was shown in Pictures and appeared in our writing,”
he explained in 1984, four years after he left October to take an editorial position at Art in
America.723 In hindsight, he described that view as “incredibly stupid and blind and
shortsighted.”724 Indeed, as Martha Rosler already pointed out in 1982, Crimp, Kraus, and
Owens’s writing served to canonize the Pictures artists, and today these texts and art practices
arguably make up the dominant art historical narrative about American art in the early 1980s in
the American and European academy.725 If Owens later rejected the canonizing imperative that
motivated his early writing on postmodernism, Krauss subsequently distanced herself for very
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different reasons. In an interview with Paul Taylor in the summer of 1982, she expressed the
opinion that art in New York was “at a low point.”726 She expressed an alienation from, and lack
of interest in, the work of younger artists, a sentiment that partially derived from a generation
gap.727 “I do feel extremely alienated, increasingly alienated, within SoHo. It bores and irritates
me, and I guess for a couple of years I tried to hide that... the ‘young talent business’... I think it's
like being a pimp. I'm just not interested.”728 Like Owens, Krauss came to resent the role her
criticism had played in the economy of visibility around emerging artists, albeit for opposite
reasons. Whereas Owens understood his, Krauss, and Crimp’s early October criticism as
insufficiently radical, not to mention deluded in its belief of separation from the market, Krauss
shored up her investment in what Owens described as a “single stream of art” and “the next
chapter” of a “universal art history”: “At this point my criticism is reflecting on certain issues
that seem to me tremendously important, and identifying those issues—the whole question of the
myth of originality, the way you can deconstruct that myth, the way you analyze its relationship
to repetition,” she explained to Taylor.729 Between 1977 and 1982, Crimp, Krauss, and Owens
developed an intensive dialogue about postmodernism and photography that resulted in the
development of tandem, interconnected theories published in the pages of October. However,
they emerged from this period with radically different views on the role of the critic and the
status of critical distance. This very question constituted the main contrast between their
poststructuralist theorizations of postmodernism and the theories developed by Buchloh, Rosler,
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and Jameson, who forcefully endorsed the importance of critical distance and dialectical
negation inherited from the Frankfurt School tradition.

At the same time that Krauss, Owens, and Crimp heralded the birth of postmodernism
through strategies of appropriation and mimicry, others were more reluctant to proclaim
modernism’s demise. Critics such as Buchloh and Jameson and artists such as Rosler also fit
comfortably within Foster’s concept of “a postmodernism of resistance,” yet their positions
diverge sharply from the poststructuralist postmodernism developed by Krauss, Owens, and
Crimp. Instead taking notes from the Frankfurt School tradition and Western Marxism, they
defended the abiding value of critical distance, dialectical negation, and a critique of the
commodity form, which they understood as quintessentially modernist values. They advocated
for art that was unambiguous in its social and political commitments and clear in its position.
An important site of encounter for the development of this discourse was the Vancouver
Conference on Modernism convened by Benjamin Buchloh, Serge Guilbault, and David Solkin
at the University of British Columbia in March 1981.730 The conference aimed to evaluate the
present relevance of modernism and respond to the claims of its demise and supersession by
postmodernism. However, the positions articulated by Buchloh and Guilbault, as well as the
choice of speakers, made clear that the implicit agenda of the conference was to shore up
modernist values against the perceived threat of postmodernism.731 In his introduction to the
published conference papers, titled “The Relevance of Modernism,” Guilbault took aim at the
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formalist modernism of Clement Greenberg (who also happened to be an invited speaker at the
conference) and argued instead for a modernism based on critical negation and materialist
analysis—terms that were shibboleths for critics who shared his position.732 Guilbault
characterized postmodernism as a “radically ironic” assault on modernism that took aim at its
purported chauvinism, imperialism, and elitism. Against this, Guilbault condemns
postmodernism as—in his words—pluralist, regionalist, narcissistic, reductivist, banal,
ahistorical, and a mere recycling and lobotomization of older modes. For him, modernism held
lasting relevance as a “critical/subversive stance” based on radical negativity; an “art of combat”
that is ultimately tied to revolution.733 Yet modernism is “dying of implosion,” he writes,
locating the threat within the structure itself. Citing Thomas Crow, he asserts that resistance to
the dominant culture must come from the margins of high culture, or its outside.734
In his essay “Figures of Authority, Ciphers of Regression: Notes on the Return of
Representation in European Painting,” which was also published contemporaneously in the
Spring 1981 issue of October, Buchloh, too, endorsed critical negation and the abiding
significance of modernism. He acknowledges “the present excitement over ‘Post-Modernism’
and the ‘end of the avant-garde,” yet cautions that
[i]f the current debate…does not see through the eagerness with which we are
assured from all sides that the avant-garde has completed its mission and has been
accorded a position of comfort within a pluralism of meanings and aesthetic
masquerades, then it will become complicit in the creation of a climate of
desperation and passivity. The ideology of postmodernism seems to forget the
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subtle and manifest political oppression which is necessary to save the existing
power structure.735
Buchloh’s primary target here is neo-expressionist painting, which he considers a fraudulent
form of avant-gardism (as discussed in Chapter 2), yet he also characterizes the present moment
as “a pluralism of meanings and aesthetic masquerades,” which are used as pejorative terms in
this context (as well as by Crimp and Owens in contemporaneous writing).736 He subsequently
elaborated this position in “Parody and Appropriation in Francis Picabia, Pop, and Sigmar
Polke” (March 1982) and “Allegorical Procedures: Appropriation and Montage in Contemporary
Art” (September 1982), addressed in greater detail below. Thomas Crow, who presented his
landmark essay “Modernism and Mass Culture in the Visual Arts” at the Vancouver conference,
similarly dismissed postmodernism as a “relaxed and eclectic pluralism” that amounts to an
essentially conservative strategy driven by a resentment of negativity.737 Both Crow and T.J.
Clark, who also presented at the conference, endorsed the importance of critical distance.738
The most radical dissenting voice at the conference was undoubtedly Nicole DubreuilBlondin—the only woman invited to speak, and perhaps unsurprisingly, the only one to address
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feminism. Her contribution, “Feminism and Postmodernism: Paradoxes,” is groundbreaking not
only because it is one of the earliest texts to explicitly address the intersection of the two
discourses, but also because key aspects of her argument later reappear in essays by Owens and
others.739 Dubreuil-Blondin argues that the main contribution of art informed by feminism is that
it “undermines the certainty” of formalist and Marxist positions, neither of which adequately
accounts for gender.740 For her, this undermining of certainty marks the intersection of feminism
and postmodernism.741 This is a groundbreaking point, and it took aim both at the formalist
modernism long advocated by Greenberg as well as the Frankfurt-School-informed modernism
favored by the conference’s other attendees. Dubreuil-Blondin, too, describes contemporary art
as “fractured, in the sense that its multiple aspects by far exceed the traditional categories while
none of these aspects is dominant,” but for her this multiplicity of perspectives constitute a
strength.742 (This contrasts with, for example, Jameson’s view on fragmentation, discussed
below). Dubreuil-Blondin observes within contemporary art a shift in power which reflects
changes taking place on a global scale: “[T]his marks the end of the unilateral and preponderant
influence of the United States over the Western World,” she argues.743 Like others developing a
poststructuralist postmodernism, Dubreuil-Blondin finds the possibility of critical resistance
from inside a system, which she calls an “‘inside’ complicity.” She observes that this tactic tends
to be favored by women artists, and can be applied both on an institutional level as well as to the
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very structure of signification. She finds particular promise in feminist work that “investigat[es]
within the work itself the function of its signification,” developing an anti-essentialist position
rather than simply representing feminized materials or bodies as a way of combating
underrepresentation.744 This analysis is allied with the critique of representation developed by
Owens above.
During the conference’s general question and answer period, an unnamed voice criticized
the masculinist language that dominated the conference and likened it to a form of
authoritarianism. He or she pressed Buchloh to account for practices that constitute more than
“negations…more than resistances”: work by women artists, performance or video, work that
was “autobiographical, personal, emotional, marginal.”745 In response, Buchloh endorsed the
work of Buren and Rosler as examples of work that merged critical negation with “an activist
political formal investigation into the production of art under the very conditions of the present
decade.” For him, this amounted to “the continuation of the modernist practice…[with] avantgarde implications.”746 However, his interlocutor expressed frustration with Buchloh’s insistence
on folding everything back into the modernist project. “What can I take with me from this
discussion in order to analyze and reflect upon contemporary work?”—very little, he or she
seemed to suggest.747
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Buchloh further elaborated his position on modernism and postmodernism in “Parody
and Appropriation in Francis Picabia, Pop, and Sigmar Polke” (Artforum, March 1982), in which
he argues that strategies of parody, irony, and appropriation are insufficiently critical, or
dangerously unstable in their mode of critique. Buchloh objected to parody and irony above all
for their unreliability: these strategies might mock the ruling order, but they do so using terms
borrowed from the system they intend to critique; as such, their capacity for subversion is
inherently unstable.748 “Parodistic appropriation anticipates the failure of any attempt to subvert
the ruling codification and allies itself, in advance, with the powers that will ultimately turn its
deconstructive efforts into a cultural success,” he writes.749 In his view, parody and irony lack
critical distance, which makes them vulnerable to recuperation by the very system they set out to
oppose. The appropriation of mass culture into high art only widens the gap that it set out to
bridge, because the latter is always reassimilated into the former, thus extending its reach.
“Parody of style, however, is not a reliable position. Its ambiguity and balance can be tilted at
any moment, and it can easily turn from subversive mimicry to obedience,” he writes.750 (The
phrase “subversive mimicry” seems to invoke Owens, who used the formulation “subversive
complicity” in his 1980 essay “The Allegorical Impulse.”) Parody “seems to perform liberation
with subversive vigor,” Buchloh writes, but when viewed from a distance, it is in fact “clownish,
enslaved, and despondent.” He reiterates the importance of critical negation as a strategy to
counter “spectacle culture” and “style” (for him, a denigrated term). In sum, Buchloh endorses a
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mode of critique that looks at modernism from the outside and tries to reconcile the individual’s
constitution in language and ideology with an analysis of material production and political
consciousness.751
Buchloh further nuances his position on appropriation in the essay “Allegorical
Procedures: Appropriation and Montage in Contemporary Art” (Artforum, September 1982),
which, like Owens’s essay “The Allegorical Impulse,” argues for allegory as a signal strategy of
postmodernism. While Owens praises allegory’s capacity to generate double meanings, Buchloh
instead emphasizes allegory’s ability to challenge commodity culture. He suggests that allegory
protests the devaluation of the object within the commodity structure (i.e. its splintering it into
use-value and exchange-value) by splitting its meaning a second time, this time into signifier and
signified.752 Through juxtaposition, appropriation, and montage, new meanings are inscribed. In
Buchloh’s schema, this “redeems the object” from its original devaluation as a commodity. Like
Owens, he acknowledges allegory’s capacity for duplicity: to use allegory is “to speak publicly
with hidden meaning,” he writes.753 Buchloh invokes Dada collages as an example of evading
censorship through work reads differently to different audiences depending on their political
positions. He distinguishes between two kinds of appropriation in his evaluation of contemporary
practices. He endorses appropriation when it is allegorical—in other words, when it questions the
validity of its source material by linking it to new codes, styles, or modes of production, and thus
produces political “use value.” The work of Martha Rosler and Dara Birnbaum is offered as a
positive example within his analysis because their work exists both “inside” and “outside”
official art contexts; produces avant-gardist “shock effects”; critiques ideology; and has direct
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links to politics and history and the strategies of the historical avant-gardes. Critique, in
Buchloh’s account, should strive to unveil surface appearances and reveal an underlying reality
previously concealed by ideology. This is continuous with Marx’s historical materialism and
writings of Adorno and Horkheimer. Buchloh considers ambiguity a “vulnerability” and a “risk”
to critique.754 He finds fault with the work of Levine on these grounds. Though Buchloh
acknowledges that Levine’s photographic appropriations offer a critique of the commodity form
and of neo-expressionism’s glorification of individual expressive creativity, they are ultimately
“melancholic and complacent in defeat.”755 Levine’s work “seduce[s] the viewer into fatalistic
acceptance, since these spaces do not open up a dimension of critical negativity that would imply
practice and encounter rather than contemplation.”756 Ultimately, he concludes that Levine’s
work—a privileged example within Krauss, Crimp, and Owens’s theorizations of
postmodernism—is insufficiently radical because its intent is not clearly stated and its meaning
is too unstable. Buchloh’s evaluation of Lawler’s work is more ambiguous. (The two were
partners at the time.) He situates Lawler’s work between the pioneering institutional critique
work of Asher, Buren, Broodthaers and Haacke and the Pictures artists’ appropriation work, and
declines to point out any potential “weaknesses” or “risks,” though he tempers his praise of the
other women artists in the essay with such remarks. Though Buchloh praises Birnbaum’s video
Technology/Transformation (1978-79) for “unveil[ing]” television as an instrument of ideology,
her video Remy/Grand Central Trains and Boats and Planes (1980)—a commissioned
advertisement for Remy Martin that doubled as an artwork in its own right—“at best could be
perceived as parody, and at worst could all to easily be misperceived as a new advertisement
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gimmick.”757 Rather than disrupting the logic of its found footage, the video mimics the
conventions of advertising, he concludes. In the end, Buchloh praises Rosler and Birnbaum for
“operat[ing] simultaneously inside and outside the framework of institutionalized art
distribution,” and faults Levine for “function[ing] exclusively within that framework.”758
Buchloh thus evaluates work based on the binary of disruption (critical distance) versus mimicry
(complicity), reinstating the plausibility of a divide between “inside” and “outside” the
institution. Like Owens, he points to the “double binds” of radical art also circulating in the
market and in art institutions, which turns avant-garde “interference” into a “renewed
legitimation of existing power structures.”759
Buchloh’s relationship to feminist practice in the early 1980s is ambivalent. On the one
hand, he frequently uses gendered language (“seduction,” “vulnerability”) with a negative cast to
dismiss work that he considers insufficiently critical, and favors a vocabulary of unveiling and
subjection to describe work that he finds laudably critical. This is most strongly articulated in his
response to Documenta 7 (“Documenta 7: A Dictionary of Received Ideas,” Autumn 1982), an
exhibition that he faulted for its reinstatement of traditional values such as aesthetic autonomy,
freedom, and individuality, as well as its lack of engagement with history.760 Buchloh maligns
the exhibition in gendered terms, as “a fashion-show runway: too shallow and breathless to be
said to be bathed in ideology, they can only be said to be soaked in Zeitgeist.”761 (The gendered
tone of his critique reinstates the misogynist and masculinist vocabulary of the Frankfurt
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School’s critique of mass culture, aptly analyzed by Andreas Huyssen in the 1986 essay “Mass
Culture as Woman: Modernism’s Other.”762) While male artists are given individual entries titled
with their names within Buchloh’s “Dictionary of Received Ideas” (“Asher,” “Haacke,”
“Weiner,” and so forth), his discussion of the work of Birnbaum, Holzer, Levine, and Rosler is
grouped under the heading “Women Artists.” Overall, he considers their work complicit with,
rather than resistant to, the dominant culture; for example, he describes Sherman’s film stills as
“fashion plates depicting the cynical recapitulation of the rituals of female submissiveness.”763
Yet at the same time, Buchloh figures Pictures artists, many of them women, as bearers of the
torch of institutional critique, which for him represented the epitome of critical negation and
historical analysis. He also credits feminism with advancing the only “radical political practice”
of the period. In “Allegorical Procedures,” he writes that art informed by feminism continues and
expands “one of the essential features of Modernism—its impulse to criticize itself from within,
to question its institutionalization, its reception, and its audience.”764 In “Documenta 7,” he
writes that the work of Holzer, Birnbaum, Rosler, and Levine “continues and develops the
radical implications of the major work of the 1960s and 70s, and offers, therefore the most
stringent negation of what is currently presented as the new, predominantly male avant-garde of
painting.”765 He seems to begin to acknowledge the possibility of immanent critique when he
writes that their work “acknowledges its share in the conditions of the culture industry,” and that
“[o]nly with the explicit integration of these conditions does it seem that the works can open up a
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dimension of critical negation and authenticity.” For Buchloh, these last two terms—critical
negation and authenticity—remain paramount.766 In this sense, the structure of his argument fails
to take into account the insights of feminism—its critique of representation and critical
distance—on a structural level, and this is a major shortcoming of his argument.767 In effect,
Buchloh’s essay reproduces a sexist discourse that renders the feminized labor and activities
secondary, even as he attempts to acknowledge the achievements of artists informed by
feminism.
Rosler—one of the artists most frequently invoked by Buchloh as an example of effective
contemporary politico-aesthetic practice—published her own appraisal of appropriation art,
“Notes on Quotes,” in the Fall 1982 issue of Wedge magazine; it was released at the same time
as Buchloh’s “Dictionary of Received Ideas.”768 Rosler’s piece was printed in the same issue of
Wedge that contained Debord’s “Society of the Spectacle” illustrated by Lawler’s photographs of
the Dodgers Stadium and the ballet Lincoln Center and A Picture Is No Substitute for Anything’s
spread of rephotographed Mondrian paintings (discussed in the previous chapter). The same
photographs by Lawler reappeared in her Metro Pictures show that November. Rosler’s striking
essay assesses the strategy of appropriation through the contrasting tendencies of
neoexpressionist painting and appropriation art by Pictures artists. She dubs the latter “the new
approach” and focuses in particular on the strategy of irony. Quotation—in other words,
appropriation—gains its critical force through irony, she writes. “One speaks with two voices,
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establishing a kind of triangulation,” she explains, her description rhyming with Owens’s and
Buchloh’s descriptions of allegory.769 Yet like Buchloh, Rosler faults irony for its unreliability:
she describes it as “sporadic and cathartic;” an outlet for “feelings of resentment and exclusion;”
and “not derived from a process of politicization, although it claims a politics.”770 Critique
advanced through irony is “too faintly inscribed” to be legible to all audiences, so it risks
registering as affirmation.771 (In this observation, Rosler reiterates Adorno and Horkheimer’s
fear, present also in Buchloh’s analysis and Debord’s text, about the guileless, duped spectator
unable to see through the false ideology of mass culture; in so doing, she risks elitism). Rosler
concludes that at best, irony leaves existing power structures intact; at worst, it replicates and
expands their logic. Pictures artists borrow ads and found imagery as a way of “effect[ing] a
critical engagement with the images of mass culture,” she writes, yet they do so “generally as a
tactic of upward mobility, embracing the authority of the source and avoiding socially critical
practice,” she writes.772 She finds “no particular critique of [advertising images] as concretized
oppression” in Pictures art; thus “the work has come to seem locked in fascination with its own
material”—in other words, narcissistic.773 In a description that seems directed at Kruger and
Prince’s work in particular, she suggests that appropriated ads are “pressed into service of a new
authoritativeness, a new mastery... The polish may seem more powerful than the criticism.”
Overall, the visual strategies of Pictures artists simply hew too closely to advertising and
commodity culture. Rosler describes appropriation art as a “slicked-up version of the original, a
new commodity...easy to write about, easy to sell…[which serves to] foreclose thought rather
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than to stimulate it, to replace criticism and analysis with sloganeering.”774 One of the most
illuminating parts of Rosler’s essay is her analysis of the artist-critic relationship. She observes
that Pictures art combines the “stringency of conceptualism” with the codes of advertising,
resulting in work that “seems ready-made for the critic.”775 Rosler also observes that many
women artists, “in aiming for self-determination and success”—the latter meted out by critics
and other institutional gatekeepers—“have had to downplay their ‘expressiveness,’” resulting in
work that is “stringent and tough.”776 She notes that in a curious reversal, the evacuation of
expressiveness by women artists has left it open for reappropriation by male neoexpressionist
painters. As I discuss later in this chapter, while Rosler’s observations are useful an account of
Pictures art by a feminist artist not part of their circle, her position is deeply ambivalent. She
misreads the work of Pictures women as passive and compliant, when in fact it simply adopts
feminist means that are different from her own.
Like Buchloh, Rosler finds neoexpressionism politically and intellectually bankrupt; she
sees some critical and analytical possibilities in Pictures work, but ultimately concludes that it
does not engage directly enough with social and political issues and borrows too much from
advertising without sufficiently distinguishing itself from it. By 1982, she saw no coherent leftist
political movement remaining in the United States. This left artists with “the easy institutional
alliance that they (we), along with intellectuals and other 'cultural workers,' form with the
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controlling classes.”777 Even leftist artist and critics are united with the ruling class under the
banner of cultural capital, and bound to it through the economic exchanges brokered by the art
market. Like many artists and critics at the time, Rosler witnessed the continual assimilation of
avant-garde gestures into the institutional art establishment, and concluded that they had become
a gesture of bad faith—little more than a cynical bid for acceptance into the established canon of
art history.778 For Rosler, the refrain “[It’s] ‘so hard to do anything original any more’”—the
imagined cry of the Pictures artist, perhaps—diagnoses the dilemma of avant-gardism at a
moment “when a true avant-garde is absent and may be structurally impossible.”779 In light of
this broader context, Rosler calls for modes of aesthetic critique that are direct, unambiguous,
didactic, and analytical—what she calls “not just a critical but a countering practice.”780 This
could come from Pictures artists, or “others much like them,” she writes. Importantly, Rosler
argues that such a practice would require the acknowledgment and development of feminist
practice as more than a “competing style” doomed to be “outdated by fashion.”781 For Rosler, a
countering practice entails the “the constant reinterpretation of the origin and meaning of cultural
forms and as a specifically anti-authoritarian move.” Despite Rosler’s overarching endorsement
of clarity and didacticism, this statement has affinities with the poststructuralist postmodernism
advanced by Crimp, Krauss, and Owens.782
Rosler notably argues that race and class are marginalized in the Pictures artists’ focus on
the oppression of women; this is a rare and important acknowledgment of race within the
discourse surrounding the white-hegemonic milieu of Pictures artists and critics. Rosler is right
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to point out the comparative absence of an analysis of these issues among a group of artists that
were overwhelmingly white and economically privileged; nevertheless, the notion that different
anti-oppressive struggles are mutually exclusive or competing fails to account for the insight of
intersectionality, pioneered by the Marxist feminist critical race scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw in
1989, which posits that experiences of gender, race, and class cannot be understood separately,
but must be analyzed in relation to one another, as interacting and mutually reinforcing
dynamics.783 Though Crenshaw first introduced the concept of intersectionality several years
after the period under discussion here, I argue that the critique of representation and the antiessentialist ethos of work mobilized by artists such as Lawler, Levine, Kruger, Holzer, and others
in the late 1970s and early 1980s offers an important early contribution to this discourse and is
fundamentally allied with the insights of intersectionality.784
A rather opposite view of identity-based struggles was voiced by the Marxist critic
Fredric Jameson in his contributions to the discourse on postmodernism in the early-to-mid
1980s. For Jameson, identity-based social movements such as feminism, LGBTQ rights, antiracist and anti-colonial struggles represented the fragmentation of the Left and threatened social
unity premised on class-based struggles. Speaking of new social movements for justice and
equality ranging from feminism and Black Power to LGBTQ rights and decolonization, Jameson
writes: “[I]t is of course politically important to ‘contest’ the various forms of power and
domination, but the latter cannot be understood unless their functional relationships to economic
exploitation are articulated—that is, until the political is once again subsumed beneath the
economic.”785 As Deutsche observes in her critique of Jameson’s and Harvey’s theories of
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postmodernism, Jameson homogenizes the diverse struggles of new social movements and
characterizes them as threats to the unity and coherence of a totalizing vision of society derived
from Marxist metadiscourse (in other words, economic determination “in the last instance”).
“The very notion of fragmentation presupposes a prior unity,” Deutsche counters, allying herself
with the architectural theorist Giuliana Bruno in arguing that subjectivity is always partial and
situated.786 Harvey and Jameson posit a modernist model of vision, which, in Deutsche’s words,
establishes “a binary opposition between subject and object” and “makes the subject
transcendent and the object inert, thus underpinning an entire regime of knowledge as
mastery.”787 The limits and blind spots of this desire for exteriority and fantasy of critical
distance was revealed by the work of Lawler and her peers at this time.
A crucial difference between the poststructuralist and Marxist theorizations of
postmodernism was the assessment of mimicry and its relationship to critique. For the purposes
of drawing out this contrast, I will focus on Owens’s and Buchloh’s positions, though these are,
of course, only two of many significant contributions to the discourse.788 As described above,
Buchloh took cues from the Frankfurt School to argue that art should strive for critical distance,
didactic clarity, and unequivocal political analysis. He implicitly argued for a postmodernism
that returned to the clarity and directness of early conceptual art, and in particular its (stated)
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resistance to spectacle and the commodity form.789 Owens, by contrast, using an approach
informed by poststructuralism, endorsed strategies such as mimicry and parody for their capacity
to resist and remake a system from within.
The distance between their respective positions became a key focus of Owens’s landmark
essay “The Discourse of Others: Feminists and Postmodernism,” which was commissioned for
Foster’s anthology The Anti-Aesthetic (1983).790 Owens’s text offers a feminist intervention into
existing theories of postmodernism, especially those advanced by Marxist critics such as
Buchloh and Jameson. Though the critique of essentialism developed by psychoanalytic and
poststructuralist feminism in the 1970s has great resonance with Owens’s theory of
postmodernism, he and other prominent early commentators were slow to name feminism as a
critical component of postmodernism, an elision that Owens by 1983 described as “a remarkable
oversight.”791 In “The Discourse of Others: Feminists and Postmodernism,” Owens revised his
theory of postmodernism to account for feminism, calling his lack of consideration of sexual
difference in his earlier writings a “gross critical negligence,” and the issue of feminism as a
“blind spot” in the discourse to date.792
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Postmodernism and feminism share common ground, he argues, for they are both
critiques of traditional notions of representation and subjectivity. (In this sense, his analysis
syncs up precisely with Dubreil-Blondin’s talk at the 1981 Vancouver Conference on
Modernism.793) “Women’s insistence on difference and incommensurability may not only be
compatible with, but also an instance of postmodern thought,” Owens writes, urging his readers
to learn to “conceive difference without opposition.” Art informed by feminism in the late 1970s
and early 1980s offered an investigation of how vision and representation function, and this was
allied with postmodernism’s questioning of cultural authority and tradition. Owens cites
Foucault, who demonstrated that “domination and subjugation are inscribed within the
representational systems of the West. Representation, then, is not—nor can it be—neutral; it is
an act—indeed, the founding act—of power in our culture.”794 Both feminism and
postmodernism sought to unseat the “reassuring stability of that mastering position” that would
see the subject of representation as “absolutely centered, unitary, masculine.”795 Indeed, one of
the most important contributions of postmodernist feminist practice was its challenge to the
notion of detached vision—a distance that “objectifies and masters,” which feminist theory
revealed as rooted in sexual privilege.796
Though Owens faults postmodern discourse at large, including his own contributions, for
its indifference to feminism, he zeroes in on Buchloh’s analysis in “Allegorical Procedures” as
prime example of this blind spot. Buchloh places all the Pictures artists in his essay—Birnbaum,
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Holzer, Kruger, Lawler, Levine, Rosler—in a male genealogy of 1960s institutional critique and
conceptual art, and crucially fails to acknowledge that they are all women, treating gender as
incidental to their work. In so doing, Buchloh critically misreads their work, Owens argues:
“Because of its generally deconstructive ambition, [feminist practice] is sometimes assimilated in
the modernist tradition of demystification,” he observes. This collapses “the critique of
representation…into an ideological critique.”797 By treating feminism as incidental to these
artists’ work rather than constitutive of their positions, Buchloh sought to situate them within an
identity-blinkered Marxist analysis, and “appropriate and rewrite feminist discourse” rather than
revising his own analytic framework to account for the insights of feminism, Owens writes.798
Vision and visibility, so central to the modernist rhetoric of demystification, play a key role in
Owens’s analysis. The “feminist critique of vision” goes beyond the longstanding notion of
critique as rendering the invisible visible, he argues. In fact, feminists have reason to be skeptical
of vision, which was privileged within modernism for its capacity to operate from a distance. In
light of this, Owens points to Buchloh’s use of language as particularly misguided: Buchloh
suggests that women artists of the Pictures Generation render the “ideological functions and
effects [of mass culture] transparent,” as if to suggest that an objectively discernible reality
resides beneath surface appearances. (This language was endemic to Marxist artists and critics
working in the Frankfurt School tradition.) This prompts Owens to ask the following:
[W]hat does it mean to claim that these artists render the invisible visible,
especially in a culture in which visibility is always on the side of the male,
invisibility on the side of the female? And what is the critic really saying when he
states that these artists reveal, expose, ‘unveil’…hidden ideological agendas in
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mass-cultural imagery?... Are not the activities of unveiling, stripping, laying bare
in relation to a female body unmistakably male prerogatives?
His scrutiny of Buchloh’s word choice is not merely semantic; for Owens, the emphasis on
vision and unveiling represents a view of representation and subjectivity that presumes a
mastering, objective distance between subject and object, and therefore fails to account for the
desire and specificity of the viewer or image-maker. Given the feminist critique of vision, it
would be a grave error—indeed, a “gross critical negligence”—to overlook gender in an analysis
of the work of women artists. For example, Levine’s appropriation of Edward Weston’s
photographs of his son Neil’s torso are not simply a critique of authorship and originality;
they’re “a refusal of the role of creator as ‘father’ of his work, of the paternal rights assigned to
the author by law,” Owens writes. Likewise, he reads Lawler and Levine’s moniker A Picture Is
No Substitute for Anything as a “critique of representation as traditionally defined.”799 For
Owens, the work of these artists should not be understood apart from a discourse on identity and
difference. Thus, the meaning arising from women Pictures artists’ use of mimicry, irony, and
appropriation cannot be boiled down to their use by the male antecedents, such as Warhol and
Polke, that Buchloh invokes; nor can their mode of institutional critique be seen as a mere
continuation of the work of Asher, Buren, Broodthaers and Haacke. The discourse of feminism
and the importance it ascribed to gender marked a paradigm shift. Against Jameson and Buchloh,
Owens argued that feminism shouldn’t simply be absorbed into a critique of political economy;
rather, one has to “use it on feminism to see where the economic is being disavowed, and at the
same time use feminism to see where questions of sexual difference are disavowed in political
economy.”800
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Owens calls for an understanding of critique that goes beyond ideology critique and its
reliance on a vocabulary of mastery rooted in vision. The feminist critique of patriarchy and the
postmodern critique of representation went hand in glove, he realized, on the grounds that both
questioned the distance maintained between the act of critique and its objects—“a distance which
objectifies and masters.”801 A feminist postmodernism questioned the “reassuring stability of that
mastering position,” instead turning attention to the structure of representation itself, unseating
the subject of representation as coherent, unitary, and masculine.802 By extension, it questioned
“that system of power that authorizes certain representations while blocking, prohibiting, or
invalidating others.”803
Owens’ analysis also anticipates an intersectional analysis of identity. “I think it’s
important to acknowledge…that these struggles take place simultaneously on multiple levels,” he
states. “If we struggle within the art world to bring to light certain forms of inequality, it is a part
of a much broader political struggle that’s taking place,” but the art world tends to isolate itself,
and a sense of political demoralization or ennui arises from a failure to “cut through the layers
and link up with others” who are engaged in allied struggles.804 His consideration of how
different vectors of identity, difference and politics intersect and diverge is groundbreaking for
its time. His argument for partiality as a political position draws on Jean-François Lyotard’s
understanding of postmodernism as a critique of master narratives such as progress, science,
history, and reason.805 It can also be meaningfully understood in relation to the political
philosophy of Claude Lefort, who argues that democracy is characterized by “the empty place of
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power”—the fact that in modern democratic society, no one individual or group has an exclusive
or uncontestable claim to power; it belongs to the people.806 These theories of postmodernism
and radical democracy thus figure a new relationship towards knowledge that is allied with the
insights of feminism and psychoanalysis: a critique of mastery that acknowledges the partiality
of every position.
Owens goes on to say that there are those who claim that postmodernism amounts to a
hopeless loss of distinctions and hierarchies, leading to total equivalence and indifference—but
they are misguided, he writes, for they fail to account for how a consideration of identity and
difference unseats master narratives. Owens bookends his essay with an analysis of Laurie
Anderson’s multimedia performance Americans on the Move, which includes a schematic image
of a nude man and woman, the former with his arm raised in greeting, from the Pioneer
spacecraft. Owens had initially failed to read the image in terms of sexual difference, the blind
spot that that he later described as a “remarkable oversight.” He subsequently concluded that
“[I]n our country good-bye may look just like hello, but only from a masculine position.”807
Feminism’s insistence on difference, and the analysis of identity that this opens onto, thus
accounts for a shift in perspective not in degree but in kind. While critics influenced by the
Frankfurt School were inclined to interpret mimicry and irony as duplicitous and unreliable, for
women, gay men (such as Owens and Crimp), people of color, and others with marked bodies,
tactics like mimicry, deception, and code-switching not only held critical potential, but also
crucially functioned as strategies for survival.
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Double agency
Lawler’s Portrait and Birdcalls: two icons of mimicry, one visual, the other aural. These
works might read as rote repetition or as a sly, self-reflexive act of critique, depending on whom
you ask. Lawler made these works at a moment when the fate of modernism and avantgardism—that is, art’s relationship to politics and social life and its capacity to speak truth to
power—were the subject of heated debate. Yet her work is largely absent from the early writing
on appropriation art and postmodernism discussed here, which raises the question—where does
she stand? The question of position is raised repeatedly by Lawler’s practice, for she never seems
to be standing in or speaking from just one place: the photographs that Lawler produced for
Arrangements of Pictures refract her own artistic practice through a kaleidoscope of images
produced by her peers; the parrot Portrait functions as a duplicitous avatar that goes against the
grain of traditional notions of authorship; the Birdcalls offer a mimetic, mocking score that
represents a cacophony of voices and registers differently depending who is listening. Lawler as
individual creator is difficult to separate from the backdrop of images and sounds that she
camouflages herself against. Her work is carefully calibrated to shift meaning depending on
context and viewership. What’s more, Lawler studiously avoids self-disclosure in speaking about
her work. As Smith observed in her review of Arrangements of Pictures, “Lawler has more or
less eliminated the personal except as a form of editing and presentation.”808 If an older
generation of feminist artists found radical potential in the revelation of the personal, Lawler and
her peers often refused the biographical imperative, lest the meaning of their work be viewed as
determined by gendered preconceptions. Rather than stating their aims explicitly, they opted for
a more ambiguous register. Yet gender is undeniably taken up by Portrait and Birdcalls. The
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bird trope calls to mind the longstanding normative association of woman with nature and man
with culture—a linkage that was questioned and eroded by women artists working with
appropriation during this period, as Krauss, Crimp, Owens, and Deutsche argue in the essays
quoted above. As Deutsche points out, by emitting birdcalls, Lawler seems to place herself on
the side of nature, yet “only in jest—literally playing nature” as a way to “make forays, using
sound as ammunition, into the territory of culture and to introduce tension into its hierarchical,
gendered dichotomies, destroying their seeming naturalness.”809 Lawler thus adopts ‘nature’ as a
mask for culture, using each to dissimulate the other.810
Recall how the Birdcalls conceal a list of artists’ names within a sequence of sounds that
one would sooner expect to hear in an aviary than an art gallery. In fact, the piece contains yet
another layer of doublespeak that has never been remarked upon by art historians and critics. The
names warbled and chirped by Lawler have always been described as exclusively male, and
indeed, the list has long appeared that way, leading curator Andrea Miller-Keller to nickname it
the “patriarchal roll call.”811 Indeed, many lists of names that accompanied many presentations
of the work—as invitation cards, cassette sleeves, or napkins, for example—are exclusively
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populated by men. But this was not always the case. Lawler initially included her friend and
fellow artist Jenny Holzer on the list of names, though her name was cleverly camouflaged
within the audio recording. Two early presentations of the work, at Danspace Project in New
York and À Pierre et Marie in Paris, both in the summer of 1983, included Holzer’s name on the
list, sandwiched between Hans Haacke and Neil Jenney. The recording, which remained the
same even as the list of names contracted; Holzer’s “Jenny, Jenny” call is aurally
indistinguishable from the “Jenney, Jenney” call of the painter Neil Jenney. Lawler remembers
that including a “‘token’ woman” was of interest at the time, but she later changed her mind,
making a tactical decision in response to changing circumstances.812 Jenney’s name remained on
the list even after Holzer’s was cut—literally cut, you can see the seam—from the list in 1984,
though the recording was unchanged (fig. 3.27).813 The same audio track is thus interpreted
differently depending which list of names it is accompanied by. Lawler approached editing the
list pragmatically: instead of printing new lists when she issued a cassette recording of the work,
she repurposed the remaining Danspace and À Pierre et Marie invitations. She simply sliced out
Holzer’s name with an x-acto knife and sutured the seam with tape; this refurbished the existing
list to fit the physical cassette case, and edited the list without printing new cards.814 Anyone
familiar with the list of names would conclude that it is an exclusionary list: all the artists are
white men (save for Holzer, who was eventually dropped from the list). Thus, this must be
understood as an exclusionary list by design. Though an all-male gallery or group show roster
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was still commonplace at the time, the exclusions and absences become conspicuous in the
context of the Birdcalls, and even more so after the sole woman was removed from the list.
Lawler describes Holzer as a “‘token’ woman” on the initial list; her gesture mimics the art
world’s tokenization of women, but with a difference. The inclusion of a woman or person of
color on a majority white male roster pays lip service to demands for equal representation
without analyzing or changing the underlying structures that maintain a patriarchal, whitesupremacist system. Lawler’s inclusion (and later removal) of Holzer acknowledged the ubiquity
of this dynamic as it related to gender in the early 1980s.
This choice is especially significant in light of the work of feminist artists during this
period, which forged new polemics out of images and language borrowed from the boys’ club of
patriarchal culture, from modern painting to Hollywood film. In so doing, it appropriated the
age-old trope that women are mere copyists and exploited it for their own ends. For example,
Kruger described her feminist agit-prop collages as “a series of attempts to ruin certain
representations and welcome female spectators into the audience of men,” and to “undermine
that singular pontificating male voiceover which ‘correctly’ instructs our pleasure and histories
or lack of them.”815 Holzer’s work during this period appropriated the words of a pantheon of
theoreticians and ideologues and distilled them into lists of strongly-worded statements that
could not be resolved into a coherent political position. For her Truisms (1977–87) and
Inflammatory Essays (1979–82) (fig. 3.28) series, she wheat-pasted posters featuring
contradictory, declarative sentences throughout the streets of Manhattan, seeking to undo the
assumption that they emanated from a single, stable voice. A viewer seeking to discern a
consistent message behind such posters would come up empty-handed. Opposing views appeared
815
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side by side: ENJOY YOURSELF BECAUSE YOU CAN’T CHANGE ANYTHING ANYWAY. FREEDOM IS A
LUXURY NOT A NECESSITY. GOVERNMENT IS A BURDEN ON THE PEOPLE. GRASSROOTS AGITATION IS
THE ONLY HOPE. MOST PEOPLE ARE NOT FIT TO RULE THEMSELVES. Holzer

first developed the work

in the late 1970s because she felt that many leftist political slogans had come to seem like empty
platitudes; their reception was predetermined based on preconceptions about their source. She
wanted to find a mode of communication that was less easily categorized in order to slow down
the read and circumvent readers’ preconceptions, perhaps provoking fresh critical analysis or
even action. By detaching provocative language from a readily identifiable author, Holzer
wanted to short-circuit biases, especially those about gender. Holzer said that she sought to make
the voice in her work “unidentifiable,” and in so doing, she adopted what could be understood as
a masculinist voice of authority: statements take the declarative or imperative form and leave
little room for uncertainty. This derived from her conviction that “authorship blows your cover,”
particularly when the author’s position is marked as other than white, straight, and male. “I
wouldn’t want [my voice] to be isolated as a woman’s voice, because I've found that when things
are categorized, they tend to be dismissed,” she went on. “Yet, I do want my voice to be heard
and yes, it’s a woman’s voice.”816 Holzer knew that any statements she signed would always be
read in relation to her subject position, so she chose to cloak her own voice in the voice of an
abstract, disembodied authority. Lawler’s “Jenny, Jenny” call mimics the logic of Holzer’s work:
the call is both Holzer’s and not Holzer’s. It’s simultaneously “Jenny,” “Jenney,” and Lawler.
What’s more, acknowledgment within a still male-dominant art world often required women
artists to adopt a tough, masculine tone in order to be taken seriously and gain
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acknowledgment.817 Holzer certainly adopted a (pseudo-) macho posture in her work; in the
Truisms, this was performed as an artistic gesture, though the imperative likely also related to her
experiences as a woman working in the New York art world. Both Lawler and Holzer understood
the perceived limits of their own names and voices at the time, so they coopted ones with greater
cachet or opted for anonymity on an as-needed basis.818 It’s no accident that Lawler initially
chose to incorporate Holzer’s name into the work: the “Jenny, Jenney” birdcall simultaneously
belongs to Holzer and does not, mimicking the content of the artist’s work. The multivalence of
Lawler’s Birdcalls and Holzer’s Truisms contributed to a feminist critique of representation by
pointing to the fact that the meaning of a statement shifts depending on who is speaking, and
from what position. When Lawler included Holzer’s name on her list made sexual difference
manifest. Lawler and her Pictures Generation peers, including Holzer, Kruger, and Levine,
expressed a skepticism toward the verities of vision and critical distance. They readily employed
mimicry, irony, and double meanings in order to develop a critique of mastery from a marginal
position. Works like Lawler’s Birdcalls radically reimagine critique as something that is most
effectively developed not from a distance, but on an intimate scale, from within a structure
itself.819
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There are those, like Buchloh, who would argue that this model of critique lacks
sufficient force—that it’s too unstable, too unreliable, too easily coopted. But evaluation of these
strategies cannot be separated from the question of who is speaking, and from what position—a
matter that was placed on the agenda with new urgency by Lawler and her peers in the early
1980s. Women artists of the Pictures Generation understood the tactical value of positioning. If
the subject is always enmeshed within power, critical resistance must necessarily come from
within a system itself, they reasoned. This insight was elaborated by intersectional feminists and
queer theorists in the years and decades that followed. In “Contingent Foundations: Feminism
and the Question of Postmodernism,” published in the anthology Feminists Theorize the Political
(1992), Judith Butler argues that the very possibility of critique derives from the fact that the
subject is thoroughly constituted by and within power relations: “The constituted character of the
subject is the very precondition of its agency. For what is it that enables a purposive and
significant reconfiguration of cultural and political relations, if not a relation that can be turned
against itself, reworked, resisted?”820 Thus, proximity and participation become the grounds for
critical resistance. Older models of ideology critique, which figure critique as an act of unveiling
surface appearances from a distance, fail to adequately account for the deeply implicated, partial
subject position of the agent of critique.821 The fact that Lawler and her peers took their own
marked bodies as constitutive of their artistic practices, yet refused to be reduced to them, is a
lasting insight of their practices.
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Parody and appropriation might seem like rote repetition to some, but their meaning
depends on who is listening. Mimicry has a long history as a strategy of resistance and survival
by marginalized subjects such as women, queer and trans people, and people of color. 822 As José
Munoz writes in Disidentifications: Queers of Color and the Performance of Politics, splitting or
doubling the self, which he describes as disidentification, is a way of engaging with something
that is structurally defined as “not for you;” one part of you rejects it for rejecting you, while the
other takes what you want from it and makes it your own.823 This makes room for the self in a
structure or formation that would otherwise oppress it. For those historically denied access to
self-representation, the detachment of critical distance, which assumes an unmarked position, has
never been an option. Under these circumstances, manipulating the dominant codes of
representation and turning them against themselves transforms apparent vulnerability into a
particular kind of resilience. Mimicry can play multiple roles—it might be a tactic of defense,
evasion, or attack, in turn. Its strength resides in its refusal to choose between them.

Positioning postmodernism
The issue of position—who is speaking, and from where—thus took on crucial
significance in the work of Pictures artists. Works like Lawler’s Birdcalls and Holzer’s Truisms
make clear that what something reads as has everything to do with where it comes from and who
is reading. Their work extended the legacy of institutional critique to account for the specificities
of the producer’s position, an insight that Deutsche credits to feminist critiques of representation,
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which called into question the possibility of a stable, coherent, unified subject or account of
“reality.” In whose interest are such fictions constructed? “A commanding position on the
battleground of representation—one that denies the partial and fragmented condition of vision by
claiming to perceive the foundation unifying social space—is an illusory place whose
construction, motivated by wishes, entails hallucinations and blindness,” she writes. 824 The
postmodernist-feminist critique of essentialism also made clear that identity itself was not a
stable category, or a surefire path to understanding an artist’s work. Gender, sexual orientation,
or ethnic identity are not irrelevant to an artist’s practice, yet they do not determine the meaning
of a work. Owens, for example, cautioned against subjectivity being understood as the dominant
motif in an artwork. He suggested that “one can use theory to gain a certain kind of distance or
perspective on subjectivity, not to eclipse or to replace the subjective, but to understand it, and to
locate it within a context of other elements.”825 This was made possible by feminism’s critique of
gender intersecting with postmodernism’s critique of essentialism. For him, artists such as Buren
had launched an attack on institutionalized authority, but fell crucially short of examining their
own role within an institutional network.826
Owens also observed a parallel between the self-questioning undertaken in the work of
Pictures artists, and the necessity of his own self-questioning as a critic. For him, the
implications of institutional critique’s analysis of the relationship between artist and institution
extended to the role of the critic within a larger art world system. He recalls that until 1980 or
’81, he had worked under the impression that there should be a strict separation between self and
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work, a split that he later repudiated. His text “Posing,” on mimicry and masquerade, was written
at a time when, he says, “I increasingly felt my inability to identify with the role I was playing in
terms of my public image, my public role, my persona… my ‘Craig Owens act.’”827 Thus, at the
same time that he observed that mimicry and masquerade were themes repeatedly taken up by
the artists he was writing about, he also felt the urgency of these issues for his own subject
position and acknowledged the interconnections and mutual imbrication of his private and public
life.828 Analyzing one’s own position, one’s investments, desires, the role one plays within larger
systems and the way they influence one’s work had long been bracketed as outside the realm of
official discourse, but the conjunction of feminism and postmodernism made them impossible to
dismiss. For him, the major lesson of feminism and poststructuralism was that “you must take
into account and analyze the position of your own work vis-à-vis the channels through which it
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must pass if it is to reach an audience.”829 It is striking that this statement could also double as a
concise description of Lawler’s exhibition: an analysis of her work in relation to the channels
through which it passes—gallery, museum, collector—in order to reach an audience. In 1972,
Robert Smithson described this system as “the apparatus the artist is threaded through,” and
predicted that the investigation of this apparatus would be the most important concern of art in
the 1970s.830 In retrospect, his prescient remark anticipated postmodernism and the elaboration
of site-specificity and institutional critique in the years and even decades that followed.
One part of this apparatus, zeroed in on by Rosler in “Notes on Quotes,” is the one
between artist and critic. Rosler analyzes the gendered power dynamic between male critics and
women artists within the Pictures milieu. Many of these artists, including Lawler, declined to
adopt an explanatory role in relation to their work. Their refusal to speak eschewed the
didacticism of earlier conceptual art and institutional critique, as well as the early-80s imperative
to pin down the intent and meaning of a work through discourse. Yet in Rosler’s view, the
vacuum created by women’s silence was too-quickly filled by male critics eager to interpret the
work of women artists within their preferred theoretical framework in order to advance their own
intellectual agendas. (Though Rosler does not name Owens, he is presumably one object of this
critique.) She argued that this resulted in a dynamic whereby male critics acted as the
mouthpieces for women artists, recreating the active male / passive female dynamic that
feminists had labored so tirelessly to deconstruct: “The work is immobile while the critics do
their work on it, ‘Nature’ to their ‘culture,’ female to their male,” Rosler writes. She criticizes
“single-move artists” (implicating the work of Kruger, Holzer, Levine, and perhaps Lawler
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without naming them), suggesting that such work requires “strong support systems” that recall
the conservative “artist-critic symbiosis of high modernism.”831
If the woman artist, asserting herself (and all of us?) to be a prisoner of
phallocentric language, refuses to try to speak, her refusal, coupled with her
continuing to seek, through ordinary art world channels, the validation of critics,
curators, and buyers, confirms the image of woman as bound and impotent. The
ornithological interest of some critics in the song of the caged bird fits the pattern
set by previous doomed actresses and singers. One critic tempered his praise of
each woman he discussed with a sobering assessment of the ‘weaknesses’ of her
approach, a strategy he has never applied to men.832
In the final line of this quote, Rosler critiques Buchloh’s approach in “Allegorical Procedures,”
where he dedicates a paragraph to the “risks” of Levine, Holzer, Rosler, and Birnbaum’s work,
namely that they do not sufficiently distance themselves from commodity culture and fail to
articulate radical political aims in clear, direct language from a safe critical distance.833 Though
Rosler finds fault with Buchloh’s analysis, she ultimately doesn’t align herself with Levine,
Holzer, and other Pictures artists. She, too, underscores the importance of direct, political speech
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that isn’t confined to the “universe of meaning circumscribed by the internationalized art world.”
It’s not enough just to highlight political questions through one’s practice; one has to challenge
and resist the status quo. “The oppressiveness of social institutions and social relations is
overstated” by critics influenced by poststructuralism, she writes, which seems to leave “no room
for oppositional human agency.”834 Rosler is no champion of mimicry, then, though her use of an
avian analogy—the critic’s “ornithological interest…in the song of the caged bird,” resonates
with Lawler’s Birdcalls. (“Aesthetics is for me like ornithology must be for birds,” Barnett
declared in 1952.)835
The strategy of mimicking and stealing speech—speaking through others’ to make
themselves heard—was used widely by Lawler and peers such as Kruger, Holzer, Levine, and
Sarah Charlesworth in the early 1980s. Holzer’s aforementioned Truisms and Inflammatory
Essays were meant to “loosen any unilateral tie between author and text.”836 In 1983,
Charlesworth and Kruger published “Glossolalia,” a selection of quotes about images and
representation drawn from a cache of texts by sources as diverse as Crimp, Owens, Kristeva,
Debord, Warhol, Rosler, Susan Sontag, Dorothea Lange, Allan Sekula, Victor Burgin, and
others.837 Kruger clearly stated her allegiances: “I want to be on the sides of pleasure and
laughter and to disrupt the dour certainties of pictures, property, and power.”838 Levine, too,
emphasized pleasure and play in her approach to appropriation. For her, the blind spot of much
834
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Frankfurt School theory was that “it assumes art is about power, and…for me, art is about
play.”839 “I don’t think it’s useful to see dominant culture as monolithic or only patriarchal. I’d
rather see it as polyphonic with unconscious voices, which may be at odds with one another,” she
said. “One and one don’t always make two, but sometimes five or eight or ten.”840 These artists
used language in poetic, associative, and oblique ways that was a stark contrast with the tone of
and agenda of much critical writing about their work.
This points to a larger disconnect between the practices of Pictures artists and the critical
writing being generated around their work at this time. While critics battled over the fate of
modernism and the definition of postmodernism, the utility of Frankfurt School theory versus
poststructuralism, or the viability of mimicry and irony of modes of critique, artists made work
that intersected with these debates but was not always wholly engaged with them and thus cannot
be reduced to them. Even at a moment of close interrelationships between artists and critics,
there is an observable disjunction between theory and practice. Reiring, who as a dealer and a
peer of many of the artists she represented was in a prime position to observe the relationship
between artists and critics, recalls that the critics “were more about their theory than the actual
art because they never could quite follow the artists where the artists went.”841 As Howard
Singerman observes, Owens, for example, was by 1981 already exasperated by the artists he had
championed for not moving quickly enough.842 Owens instead turned to György Lukács, who
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suggested that criticism itself was as important as creative production: “Criticism inherits a
specific obligation: to unmask the residues of idealist philosophy that persist in even the most
politically conscious works of art.”843 But for artists like Lawler, in whose eyes the notion of
critique as “unmasking” had run aground, other strategies seemed necessary. Rather than stating
her motives and aims clearly in language, she developed practice whose insights arise by
doing—they derive from the relationships the practice sets up between images and social spaces:
the conjunction of material, action, site, context, and reception. This entailed a new attention to
the importance of subjectivity, identity, and desire, including that of the artist and spectator,
considerations that had been underdeveloped in the lines of thought informed by the Frankfurt
School tradition. An acknowledgement of the importance of position, and the inherently partial
view afforded by any one position, was a crucial corrective to this approach offered by
postmodern art informed by feminism. Lawler and her peers Holzer, and Levine opted for
unstable strategies such as mimicry, irony, and appropriation in order to articulate a critique of
mastery, breaking new ground and laying the groundwork for the further development of the
politics of identity and difference in the years and decades to come. For them, the demise of
critical distance was far from melancholic. On the contrary, it provided a crucial opening to
tactical strategies of resistance embedded in the very contexts they aimed to critique, working to
change them from within.
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Conclusion: Contradiction and Critique
“What do we own?”
“What is the same?”
These questions appear on opposite sides of a newspaper centerfold, flanked by two thick
black lines (fig. 4.1). The placement of each phrase mirrors the other, yet only one is visible at a
time. Unfolding the page reveals an enigmatic credit:
By Alberto Moravia
Barbara Kruger
Louise Lawler
Sherrie Levine
The Italian author’s name is followed by those of three artists who produced this broadsheet in
the summer of 1980. Unfolding the page once more reveals four black-and-white reproductions
of an open book (Fig 4.2). The spreads contain a short story by Moravia, “The Wardrobe,” which
begins: “I killed my husband by mistake, that is, for a joke.”844 The narrative is told from the
perspective of a woman who splits herself in two after a childhood trauma and eventually
murders her husband. Her “real” self observes the world at a remove, becoming increasingly
distant and isolated, while her double—a “successful imitation of the first”—is tasked with
engaging with the world emotionally and psychologically. The narrator’s tone is sardonic and
vulnerable in turn. Her relationship to herself, to others, and to language is defined by
doubling.845
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Duplicity also structures the centerfold on a formal level. The photos on newsprint act as
stand-ins for the book, which is itself composed of pages with two sides—recto and verso. Four
images of the open book are tiled two by two; they are separated by black bars which mime the
black book cover that edges the pages and the pair of black stripes on the poster’s exterior. The
thin newsprint echoes the book’s translucent pages; the concluding text of a previous chapter is
visible through the first page. The newsprint sheet is folded twice, creating eight quadrants that
face one another and touch when folded. Moravia’s story has also been translated into English
from Italian—yet another form of doubling. At the bottom of the main spread, in small print, lies
a credit line that states that the copyrighted text was reproduced with the publisher’s
permission.846 The names of its creators—Moravia, Kruger, Lawler, Levine—are listed alongside
one another, but distinguished by their mode of attribution. Moravia authored the story and is
credited with a byline, while Kruger, Lawler, and Levine altered its meaning through
reproduction, rearrangement, and captioning and are credited more ambiguously. They simply
list their names beneath his without specifying their involvement. This collaborative, untitled
piece first appeared as an insert the December 1980 issue of The Flue, the newsletter of the
artist-run non-profit Franklin Furnace.847
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The questions posed on the cover of the centerfold speak to the central questions at stake
in appropriation art: authorship, ownership, and labor both productive and reproductive. Might
borrowing something and redirecting it to ulterior ends make it your own? To whom does the
reproduced text here belong—Moravia, the translator, the publisher, Franklin Furnace, the three
artists who thought to represent it in the newsletter, or the newsletter subscriber whose hands it
ends up in? How is ownership allocated and enforced through copyright and notions of
intellectual property? The three artists’ individual practices share certain commonalities with this
collaborative work—Lawler and Levine had previously photographed books, Lawler and Kruger
were adept at graphic design, and Kruger frequently overlaid incisive, slippery phrases onto
appropriated images—yet they chose to author the piece collectively, effacing the boundaries
between their individual contributions.848 And what of the contributions of the book’s editor, the
graphic designer, the typesetter, the printer? The hierarchy established between the name of the
Italian author and the three young American artists opens onto a consideration of the
hierarchized (which is to say, classed, gendered, and racialized) forms of labor that underpin the
production of any good or service. The piece raises questions of ownership and identity but does
not answer them.
The same questions—“What do we own? What is the same?”—also invoke the signal
issues of institutional critique, feminism, and postmodernism taken up throughout this
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dissertation. The site-specific work undertaken by Lawler and D’Arcangelo in group exhibitions
between 1978-79, addressed in Chapter 1, probed the relationship between individual and
collective production, the bounds of authorship, and the porous boundary between alternative
and mainstream, inside and outside the institution. The use of direct address—here, a “we” and
the question form, which implies a recipient—was used by Lawler, D’Arcangelo, Holzer, and
Kruger to anchor the artist and viewer firmly in present time and space.849 The self-organized
ventures The Offices of Fend, Fitzgibbon, Holzer, Nadin, Prince, and Winters and A Pictures Is
No Substitute for Anything, discussed in Chapter 2, examined the status of artistic labor amidst
the rise of neoliberalism and a burgeoning service economy, analyzing the role of artists within
broader social and economic networks—what they owned, and the extent to which their work
was the same as or different from comparable services performed by non-artists. In her
exhibition Arrangements of Pictures, Lawler extended this analysis by incorporating the roles of
curator and photodocumentarian as positions within her practice, producing photographs that
examined the life of artworks by Metro Pictures artists after the point of sale. Who owns an
artwork and the ideas represented therein? Are works of appropriation art the same as, or
meaningfully distinct from, the mass or high culture sources that often inform their content? The
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question “What is the same?” evokes the issue of whether these works are complicit with or
resistant to the status quo—be it commodity culture, mass media, conservative politics, or
patriarchal power. As I show in Chapter 3, these questions were at the center of debates around
the emergence of postmodernism and the changing status of photography within the discourse of
high art. Through my analysis of Birdcalls, I contend that subjectivity, difference, and
positioning were crucially important in understanding “what is the same” and what is different.
The critique of essentialism was a central contribution of artists working at the crossroads of
feminism and postmodernism. Like Moravia’s protagonist, who doubled herself in response to
traumatic circumstances, many Pictures women used doubling of various kinds—mimicry,
appropriation, finesse—to generate agency and make space for themselves within an art world
that, as Levine puts it, had long been “an arena for the celebration of male desire.”850 This left
women little room of their own within the sphere of representation.851 “It's difficult for women to
represent their desire because we've so rarely been allowed our own subjectivity,” she explained.
Citing the work of Sherman, Holzer, Kruger, Charlesworth, and Simmons, she observes that she
and her peers “represent that desire for subjectivity obliquely, which seems to me appropriate to
the situation.”852 In this study, the articulation of desire for a space and voice of one’s own is best
exemplified by A Picture Is No Substitute for Anything’s elegiac engagement with modernism,
such as their contribution of photographs of Mondrian works to Wedge (1982) and their representation of landscape photographs by Eliot Porter at Lawler’s loft. Muñoz’s notion of
disidentification, which he describes it as a “tactical misrecognition” of the self that makes room
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for the self within a system that would otherwise suppress or oppress it, resonates with A
Pictures Is No Substitute’s activities. Though Muñoz’s theory was developed years later and in
relation to performance work by queer people of color, the concept of disidentification resonates
with Levine’s description of her and her peers’ experience of a male-dominated art world in the
early 1980s: “So far, female desire has been filtered through male expectations. And women
artists are still trying to clear out space so they can represent desire themselves,” Levine noted in
1985.
The Flue centerfold described above was again reproduced in the pages of the landmark
anthology Art After Modernism: Rethinking Representation (1984) edited by Brian Wallis and
populated by images selected by Louise Lawler (a role she also took on for Douglas Crimp’s
1993 book On the Museum’s Ruins, for which she also executed new photographs).853 Kruger,
Lawler, and Levine’s collaborative piece took on new meaning when placed alongside Jorge
Luis Borges’s “Pierre Menard, Author of the Quixote,” a short story about a protagonist who
effaces the distinction creation and translation, author and translator. This has obvious affinities
with Kruger, Lawler, and Levine’s spin on Moravia’s text: both suggest that something new can
arise from repetition. The anthology Art After Modernism was divided into seven sections, each
of which tackled a key issue within contemporary culture and theory: authorship, dismantling
modernism, the status of painting, postmodernism, mass media, cultural politics, difference and
power. Wallis situated important essays by prominent artist historians and critics such as
Rosalind Krauss, Abigail Solomon-Godeau, Benjamin Buchloh, Hal Foster, Craig Owens,
Douglas Crimp, Kate Linker, and Laura Mulvey alongside critical texts by artists such as Mary
Kelly, Thomas Lawson, and Martha Rosler. He also included influential theoretical texts from
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Roland Barthes, Jean Baudrillard, Walter Benjamin and Michel Foucault and contributions by
writers such as Kathy Acker and Borges, whose work elaborated a postmodernism approach to
authorship. Lawler’s image selections do not merely illustrate the texts—they expand them
through unexpected juxtapositions and references.854 For example, Baudrillard’s “The Precession
of Simulacra” is accompanied by appropriated images of women in ball gowns and bondage
from Sarah Charlesworth’s Objects of Desire series, as well as a photojournalist’s image of thenPresident Ronald Reagan addressing the Republican National Convention in Dallas in August
1984 via closed-circuit television, as First Lady Nancy Reagan stands at a podium flanked by
American flags, looking up and waving at her husband’s image on the large screen. Lawler’s
image choices reflect her careful engagement with the book’s contents and constitute a form of
artistic production in their own right—one based on selection and arrangement, in keeping with
her practice at large.
Lucy Lippard’s contribution to Art After Modernism, “Trojan Horses: Activist Art and
Power,” assesses a question that is at the center of this dissertation: what was the status of
critique in the early 1980s, and to what extent could art function as a critical tool at that historical
moment? What positions could, or should, artists occupy within society? Lippard’s essay
sketches a historical arc which locates the roots of politically-engaged art of the 1980s in the
later 1960s. However, “it comes not so much from the raised fists and red stars of the
‘revolutionary’ left as from the less consciously subversive reactions against the status quo that
854
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took place in the mainstream—primarily in minimal and conceptual art,” which used industrial
fabrication and dematerialized art practices to counter “the mythification and commodification of
artist and artwork,” she writes.855 The upheavals of the 1960s gave way to an efflorescence of
artist-run spaces, small presses, and publications in the 1970s. This generated more opportunities
for artists to “speak for themselves” and led to a greater awareness of the interrelationships
between artists and institutional power both inside and outside the art world, Lippard writes. Yet
critiques of power structures within the Euro-American art world undertaken since the early
1970s were “assaults [from] the periphery of the still unchanged battlefield.”856 During this time,
politically-engaged and activist artists remained “alienated from the mainstream,” at the same
time that there was a growing acknowledgment that “forcing artists to choose between rigidly
defined mediums and roles, or between art world and ‘real world,’ is a classic way of keeping
everybody in their places.”857 These longstanding distinctions began to erode. At the same time,
race, class, and gender were slowly being acknowledged within the art world, thanks in part to
the feminist rallying cry that “the personal is political,” and its corollary, “the political is
personal.”858 Awareness of how political relations shape individual lives was on the rise.
“The cautious pluralism of the seventies, coming on top of the underdeveloped rebellions
of the sixties, provided more fertile soil for outgrowth than any of us realized at the time,”
Lippard writes. She locates a shift in 1979-80 in New York that has since been historicized as the
emergence of postmodernism. She characterizes it as a “practical theory of culture” that was
“fueled partly from politics and partly from style”—a description that evokes everything from
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Colab and The Offices to A Picture Is No Substitute for Anything and the work of Pictures
artists. “Visual art is only a part of [this new theory of culture],” Lippard noted, but “for once, it
is a part of it.”859 Reflecting on his own practice as a critic, Owens, too, argued for the
development of art and writing that operates “in fundamental solidarity with other forms of
political activity…. Criticism can participate in creating some small transformations in its own
sphere of influence that are amplified each time that they’re linked up with others.”860
This was a moment when long-held cultural hierarchies and distinctions were subject to
new scrutiny and reformulation, a shift that was widely registered in artists’ statements and
criticism during the period. Lippard recalled that the left-leaning part of the New York art world
had been internally divided in the late 1970s: the older, “organized cultural left” was pitted
against the “New Wave” (which I understand to mean Pictures artists). The former had initially
thought of the latter as “possibly exploitative, manipulative, chic, or opportunist”—terms that
one could imagine being used to describe Mata Hari—while the latter viewed the former as “oldfashioned, moralistic, and rhetorical.” But by the early 1980s, Lippard observed alliances
forming between these two factions, with a renewed openness to mainstream and pop culture as
well as explicitly political content on both sides. (Group Material, for example, epitomizes this
hybrid sensibility; Lippard also mentions Colab, Fashion MODA, ABC No Rio, Political Art
Documentation/Distribution [PAD/D], and the East Village gallery scene, which span the
aforementioned political spectrum.) Along with the distinction between old left and new left, the
line between mainstream and alternative, “activist art” and other kinds of art, was being called
into question. Politically-engaged art of the 1980s “reaches out as well as in,” she noted; it
operates simultaneously “in the mainstream and outside of accepted art contexts,” informed by
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both “internal and external circumstances.”861 It’s an art of contact, hybridity, and exchange,
which embraces the notion that “the mainstream could learn from [activist art], just as activists
learn from the mainstream.”862 Artists know that art alone can’t change the world, Lippard
conceded, “but it can be part of a world that is changing.”863 Roberta Smith, writing in 1983, also
observed that “artists are diversifying art, defining many more points between ‘fine’ and
‘commercial’ than had previously been accepted.”864 So-called “activist” or “political” art was
also becoming more sophisticated in the 1980s, Lippard observed; its means and ends were no
longer so rigidly defined—they ran the gamut from challenging mass media messaging and
imagery to embracing it; some artists used theory to elaborate the critiques of representation or
identity, while others eschew lofty references in favor of a kind of theory that is elaborated
through practice.865 “The intricately structural quality that characterizes activist art results from
the complexity of position these artists find themselves in, fraught as it is with economic,
aesthetic, and political contradictions,” Lippard writes.866
A 1985 questionnaire in the Village Voice titled “What is Political Art…Now?” offers
another litmus test, revealing that a growing number of artists and critics rejected the rigid
distinction between “political art” and other art forms the 1980s. “We believe that all art is
political,” said Tim Rollins of Group Material (though he acknowledged that certain art
addresses social issues more directly than others). Another Group Material member, Doug
Ashford, chimed in: “I like to see politics as something more realistic, that’s happening day to
861
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day, within the cultural framework that I work.”867 Levine agreed: “All human activity can be
read politically…. It's not that some art is political and some art is not. It's that some art
encourages a political reading.”868 Kruger connected the question to feminism, rejecting the clear
circumscription of “feminist art” or “political art” in favor of emphasizing the importance of a
plurality of political and feminist positions. In her view, “there’s not one singular way of being a
critically active feminist today.”869 Many respondents thought that drawing a line around
“political art” only served to limit its audience and its effects; they instead emphasized the
continuity between the personal and the political, and the possibility of art allying itself with
broader social and political issues in specific situations and tactical terms. The art historian Linda
Nochlin emphasized that the definition of what counts as “political” is itself a political question:
“[T]here's a lot of political awareness now, it's much more of a fight than 10 or 15 years ago.
There isn't as much feeling of general public support. Inherent in Reaganism is precisely the
blurring and depoliticization of what is in fact deeply political.”870 The questionnaire suggests
that by the mid-1980s, the notion of a clearly defined political sphere was giving way to the
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acknowledgement that all realms of life have a political dimension, an insight that shaped the
way artists conceived of their work in relation to broader social and political systems in the
1980s.
In “Trojan Horses,” Lippard names and intercepts the most common dismissals lodged at
activist art: first, that it is ineffectual, and that political aims are better advanced through existing
political channels such as electoral politics or direct action; and second, that it is too easily
coopted by the very same system it seeks to oppose. She goes so far as to say that art has a public
image of “haughty powerlessness and humiliating manipulability”—gendered language that
recalls the public characterization of the double agent Mata Hari chronicled in Lawler’s Untitled
(Black/White). Lippard, argues that activist art is not “only oppositional,” although it is usually
critical in some sense.871 Most artists know that their work won’t change the world “directly or
immediately,” yet they believe that art can be “a powerful partner to the didactic statement,
speaking its own language (and, incidentally, sneaking subversively into interstices where
didacticism and rhetoric can’t pass.” Art has the tactical advantage of adapting to multiple
contexts and adopting varied forms, which make it “much harder to neutralize. And it is often
quite effective when seen within the very citadels of power it criticizes. Beware of artists baring
their gifts,” Lippard warns, recalling the stealth approach of the Trojan Horse.872 Lippard’s
vision for art’s role in society and politics chimes with Lawler’s vision, and with the notion of
finesse developed throughout this dissertation. Kruger seems to share this thinking. In the 1985
questionnaire, she describes her work in tactical terms, noting that “the adversaries are strong,
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and my work depends on their strength to build up a strong undertow.”873 The moves described
by Lawler, Lippard, and Kruger are double agent tactics—the calling card of finesse.
Recall Lawler’s statement about how the terrain of art was shifting during this period: “It
is no longer a matter of trying to subvert or intrude. Those strategies are now recognized and
invited. Now it is a matter of finessing, which is certainly not enough.”874 By the early 1980s, the
dream of thwarting art’s commodification—to the extent that it had ever held sway—had long
since faded, replaced by a realization that the influence of the profit motive, corporate interests,
and private patrons now permeated most realms of the Euro-American art world. “I don’t see,
and have never really seen, the galleries as entirely corrupt and working on your own as
inherently beautiful,” said Holzer, a veteran of DIY projects such as Colab and The Offices who
also exhibited in galleries and museums. “Your money comes from someplace and there’s all
kinds of clean and dirty money in the real world and in the art world.”875 Yet others, such as
Geno Rodriguez, artist and founder of the Alternative Museum, were more critical of the
distribution of power and freedom within the dominant art system. “Not very much [is possible]
within the system and, perhaps, even less from without. I have no illusions,” he said. “We are
allowed to express ourselves as long as we keep it all in the ‘salons’ of the elite and the
collections of the prosperous.” Most curators are “forced to work within the realm of what's
acceptable to the corporations, foundations, and other patrons.”876 Bill Olander, then a curator at
the New Museum, insisted that even those who worked within the confines of institutions
thought about these questions deeply: “I am aware of the contradictions of my position, and I'm
873
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not the only person at this particular institution or in New York, for that matter, who shares those
feelings. At the New Museum there are people there who have been dealing with these issues for
years.”877 Indeed, this was a time when artists, critics, curators, and others were thinking deeply
about what Abigail Solomon-Godeau, in her eponymous 1987 essay, terms “living with
contradictions.”878 Increasingly, an inside angle seemed to be the most viable approach.
Between 1982 and 1984, in conjunction with his turn to feminism, Owens began to
critically examine his own relationship to art world power structures. He was increasingly
skeptical of the late-modernist, formalist position that he had cultivated as a student of Krauss
and in the context of October, which he says he “mistook for a political position.”879 His view at
the time, which he characterizes as the position held by the October circle more broadly, was that
their writing operated at a remove from the market and from politics.880 Its editors and
contributors believed that they were “challenging institutions simply by operating in some way
that didn’t even acknowledge their existence, and didn’t recognize their impressions on us,”
Owens reflects. He notes that October occupied a “comfortable niche within the apparatus,” and
therefore had “a vested interest in not questioning [their] position and function within the
apparatus…. I sat there very comfortably,” he admits.881 Things that he later came to view as
contradictions remained unexamined during the years that he, Crimp, and Krauss worked closely
together on October and the development of a theory of artistic postmodernism.
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It was only when Owens began working as an editor at Art in America after he was
expelled from October that he “woke up and looked around at what function criticism plays in
the world,” he said.882 In a 1984 interview with Lyn Blumenthal and Kate Horsfield, he explains
further:
I was at the middle of the market. I had an official job as editor on a publication.
Galleries paid my salary indirectly, because they paid for the ads. I was suddenly
forced to take stock of what interests my work was serving, what function my
work was performing, perhaps for the first time. I also had to deal with the market
in a way that sensitized me to certain decisions being made about artists’ work, or
that were being made by artists simply to gain visibility.883
The insights offered by this new vantage point made Owens skeptical of the notion that criticism
could operate at a remove from the market, from broader social and political forces, or from the
personal realm. (This broadly describes the October editorial board’s official position at the time,
codified by essays such as Krauss’s “In the Name of Picasso” [1981].) Owens came to see this
position as a delusion, a lingering formalist hangover.884 “I was suddenly in a situation where I
recognized that this critical activity was not taking place in a disinterested way, but that it was
linked to a number of very specific interests” that were continuous with the market and the
broader culture. “[F]or the first time, I had to take that into account,” he said in the 1984
interview.885 As I discuss in Chapter 3, his turn to feminism, articulated in the 1983 essay “The
Discourse of Others: Feminists and Postmodernism” marked a turning point away from the
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theorization of postmodernism that he had developed in close dialogue with Crimp and Krauss in
1979-1982. In 1984, he went so far as to describe early theorizations of postmodernism as
“infected” by the notion of critical distance, an effect of formalist ideology.886 His 1985 review
of Krauss’s essay collection The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist Myths,
“Analysis, Logical and Ideological,” solidified his break with this approach. In claiming a
vanguard position for her criticism, “Krauss overlooks the ideological function of the modernist
‘myths’ she unmasks, and…her effort to detach criticism from evaluation constitutes a disavowal
of the ideological process,” he wrote.887 In his view, Krauss’s analyses privilege using logic to
reveal coherence, and in so doing, they overlook the role that social, economic, and institutional
factors play in the meaning of an artwork. He condemns Krauss’s focus on unveiling modernist
myths for stopping short of an analysis of her own position.888
The belief that critics can “unveil” ideology is itself an ideological notion, Owens
concluded. “One of the reasons for not having a concept of ideology is not to have to examine
one’s own position within a system or an institution or a set of institutions,” he stated.889 By
1984, his experiences at Art in America and his engagement with feminism transformed his
relationship to the poststructuralist theories of Derrida and Foucault. He came to believe that
ideology is a net that everyone is caught within, and that the starting point for critique must be an
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analysis of one’s own position, and the space of contradiction and complicity that everyone is
working from to various degrees. He explained:
Something that also goes hand in hand with not having a notion of ideology is not
having a notion of contradiction. It’s at those points where the contradictions
appear that ideology appears. It’s where ideology insinuates itself. If you don’t
have a concept of ideology, then you’re not going to examine the contradictions,
and if you don’t recognize contradictions, then you will have no idea of ideology.
It’s connected in that way.890
He emphasized the importance of analyzing work, including one’s own work, in relation to the
“institutions it relies upon” and the “terms by which it’s presented.”891 He insisted that “you must
take into account and analyze the position of your own work vis-à-vis the channels through
which it must pass if it is to reach an audience.”892 Owens called for artists and critics to reflect
upon the politics of their own position and how it shaped their work. “We have to begin to
investigate the status of art and culture and the political and economic interests that it serves.”893
The task was how to live with and work through contradictions without seeking their outside.
Three years later, and with a small measure of historical distance, Abigail SolomonGodeau elaborated on this notion in “Living with Contradictions: Critical Practices in the Age of
Supply-Side Aesthetics” (1987). Her essay broadly evaluates the status of art and critique in the
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Reagan era. She begins from the premise, famously theorized by the Frankfurt School and its
followers, that oppositional art practices cannot avoid being coopted or absorbed into the broader
culture.894 As an example, she cites the fate of the visual language of appropriation-based
postmodern photography pioneered by Pictures artists such as Sherrie Levine, Barbara Kruger,
and Cindy Sherman. What separated postmodern photography from previous historical examples
acculturation was “the rapidity of the process and the ease, if not enthusiasm, with which so
many of the artists accommodated themselves to it,” she posited.895 Critics generally agreed that
Pictures artists used stylistic tropes such as appropriation, pastiche, and mass media imagery to
undercut “modernist orthodoxies of immanence, autonomy, presence, originality, and
authorship” and revise traditional notions of authorship and ownership.”896 Yet Solomon-Godeau
observes that as the 80s wore on, the visual language of “first-generation” Pictures artists was
adopted as mere style by other artists who did not share their interest in calling institutional,
social, or political frames into question; this new generation instead embraced the integration of
art into advertising and commodity culture.897 The result of this acculturation, Solomon-Godeau
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suggests, was the reduction of difference to sameness, the distillation of oppositional art
practices into mere style.
“[T]he ‘success’ of postmodern photography as style harkens back to problems of
function, of critical complicity, and the extreme difficulty of maintaining a critical edge within
the unstable spaces of internal critique,” Solomon-Godeau explains.898 Various strands of
postmodern art, from Neo-Geo to Simulationism, “lay claim to the mantle of critical practice” in
the 1980s—testament to the fact that critique held cachet in institutions and on the market, a
point that continues to haunt institution-critical art. Solomon-Godeau regards this appropriation
of appropriation art with skepticism, insisting that there is a critical difference. The feminist
critique of representation developed by women Pictures artists sought to undermine essentialist
notions of gender and representation in an art world that was still dominated by male power;
these practices should not be conflated with the diffusion of the “aesthetic” of postmodern
photography for various ends in the 1980s, many of which sought to shore up male power or
cynically game the market.899 Critique is both “an activity and a position,” she insists, and
whether or not a practice is critical depends on its “discursive and institutional function.”900
Claiming the act of critique is not enough; its status is determined through practice. Critical
practice must “establish a contestatory space in which the form of utterance or address speaks to
otherwise unrecognized, or passively accepted, meanings, values, and beliefs which cultural
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production normally reproduces and legitimizes.”901 This is the rule by which critique can be
measured.
An important insight that arises from Owens’s and Solomon-Godeau’s contributions is
that the eventual absorption and appropriation of critique does not foreclose its efficacy; in fact,
it may do the opposite. The notion that the assimilation of critique helps shift power is most
clearly encapsulated by the notion of hegemony, pioneered by Antonio Gramsci and elaborated
by Stuart Hall, Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, and others, as discussed in my second
chapter. The notion of hegemony is implicit, but not named, in Solomon-Godeau and Owens’s
descriptions of institutional power as perpetually shifting, adapting, and reconfiguring itself, thus
permeable to intervention and subject to change. (As I describe at the end of Chapter 3, Butler
connects this permeability with subjectivity and the possibility of agency within seemingly
totalizing structures.) Critique is by definition oppositional—but “where is that place of
opposition and what is it in opposition to?,” Solomon-Godeau asks. The answer to that question
is ever changing. The concept of hegemony recalibrates the aims of oppositional practices
(which Laclau and Mouffe term “counter-hegemonic” practices), suggesting that critique’s
means and aims must continually adapt in response to changing circumstances rather than seek to
overthrow power or locate its outside. This position also offers a rebuttal to the claim that
critique is no longer purposeful or possible; on the contrary, its definition is relational and
contextual, and its meaning must therefore continually be rethought.
Solomon-Godeau finds the most potential in what she calls the “protean practices” of
institutional critique—artists who avoid a signature style, instead adapting the form of their work
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to the circumstances at hand and continually maneuvering into new positions.902 This allows
them to analyze and tactically intervene into specific situations. She emphasizes that critique
must be “performed “within and upon the institution of art itself.”903 The work by Lawler
discussed in this study is a case in point. “In the absence of a clearly defined oppositional
sphere…, attempts to clarify the nature of critical practice must focus on the art work's ability to
question, to contest, or to denaturalize the very terms in which it is produced, received, and
circulated,” Solomon-Godeau writes. “Critical practices must constantly address those economic
and discursive forces that perpetually threaten to eradicate critical difference.”904
The notion of immanent critique—critique that comes from within a system itself, and
seeks to change its terms—took on crucial importance in the wake of postmodernism, and
continues to resonate to this day. Finesse, a form of immanent critique, works from the premise
that everyone speaks from a position that is both personal and political, and that participating in
larger systems entails living with contradictions. This does not foreclose the possibility of agency
or change.
[W]orking with contradictions necessitates a practical sense of what those
contradictions imply—what they enable and what they preclude…. [I]t is, after
all, the very existence of discernible contradictions that allows for the possibility
of critical practices in the first place.... For if we accept the importance of
specificity as a condition of critical practice we are thrown into the specifics of
our own political conditions and circumstances in the sphere of culture.905
Yet as Solomon-Godeau points out, the “refusal of inside/outside dichotomies” and the
“acknowledgment of the inescapable complicity of all practices within cultural production,”
while crucial, leave the aims and means of critique on unstable ground. But this seems only
902
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fitting. Solomon-Godeau writes that the “evaluation of a critical practice must be predicated on
its ability to sustain critique from within the heart of the system it seeks to put into question.”906
Andrea Fraser reappraised and elaborated upon this point in her landmark 2005 essay “From the
Critique of Institutions to an Institution of Critique,” situating the practice of critique within an
understanding of contradiction and subjectivity informed by psychoanalytic theory. She writes:
Every time we speak of the ‘the institution’ as other than ‘us,’ we disavow our
role in the creation and perpetuation of its conditions. We avoid responsibility for,
or action against, the everyday complicities, compromises, and censorship—
above all, self-censorship—which are driven by our own interests in the field and
the benefits we derive from it. It’s not a question of inside or outside… It’s not a
question of being against the institution: We are the institution. It’s a question of
what kind of institution we are, what kind of values we institutionalize, what
forms of practice we reward, and what kinds of rewards we aspire to. Because the
institution of art is internalized, embodied, and performed by individuals, these
are the questions that institutional critique demands we ask, above all, of
ourselves. Finally, it is this self-questioning…that defines institutional critique as
a practice.907
Fraser’s work since the 1980s, which includes an important body of critical writing,
constitutes the most sustained extension of the structuring concerns of this study—critique,
power, and subjectivity—in contemporary practice. Her first published essay, “In and Out of
Place” (1985), written under the supervision of Owens while she was a student in the Whitney
Independent Study Program, drew out key issues in Lawler’s work that Fraser later took up in
her own practice.908 In 1988, Lawler offered a rare statement of her aims, cited in the
Introduction, that reflects on the developments chronicled by this project. “It is more than
obvious that objects in a museum have been contained and legitimized. Any attempt to call into
question this relation, where prominence is given and authority is taken, is immediately
abstracted and subsumed,” she wrote. “In part, my work is an effort to pull apart by putting
906
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together.”909 The task of pulling apart by putting together—a mode of critique, I contend—
remains ongoing.
When Lyn Blumenthal asks Owens “What does success mean to you?”, Owens chuckles
and responds: “Cooptation.”910 The absorption, cooptation, recuperation, or assimilation of onceoppositional practices can be understood not as a failure but a success, if they have changed the
hegemonic order or, put in common parlance, “shifted the culture.” “The kind of success that I
would envision would be tied to notions of effectiveness, Owens elaborates. “Whether one’s
work was actually able to make some difference, not simply in the reader’s perception of things
or the world, but actually at the level of the way in which the culture functions, actually
intervening in the material operations of culture and possibly having some kind of effect.”911
While Owens states his aims in humble and circumscribed terms, there is no shortage of
examples, even within the scope of this dissertation, of artists’ interventions shifting the culture.
Consider the controversy caused by the censorship of Hans Haacke’s Shapolsky et. al piece at the
Guggenheim in 1971, or the Black Emergency Cultural Coalition’s pushback against the N----Drawings exhibition at Artists Space in 1979, or women Pictures artists shifting the terms of
gender, representation, authorship, and ownership in the New York art world in the early 1980s.
Beyond the purview of this project, one can think of the vital role that ACT-UP, Gran Fury, and
other allied groups played in raising awareness of the AIDS crisis, galvanizing activism, and
demanding accountability from the state. Those who insist that the possibility of critical
resistance is foreclosed because there is no outside to art’s commodification, instrumentalization,
or spectacularization overlook the very real ways that cultural capital can be leveraged to
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produce broader cultural shifts. We can measure the changes that have taken place by the
distance between these historical events and the present. Critique remains urgent and necessary.
In 2017, Hannah Black, Parker Bright, and others’ refusal to accept the inclusion of Dana
Schutz’s painting of the body of Emmett Till, who was brutalized and lynched by a white mob in
1955, in the 2017 Whitney Biennial, contributed to a cultural shift around issues of art, race, and
representation.912 Progressive cultural institutions are slowly beginning to examine the
persistence of white hegemony in the Euro-American art world, as well as their entanglement
with global wealth inequality and the economic 1%.913 As I write, protests and political
organizing against Warren B. Kanders, Vice Chairman of the board of the Whitney Museum and
owner of Safariland, a company that manufactures teargas canisters and smoke grenades most
recently used against asylum seekers at the contested U.S.-Mexico border this past November,
are ongoing. The activist coalition Decolonize This Place and their allies, which include
members of the Whitney Museum staff, are calling for the removal of Kanders from his position
on the board, and for greater transparency between board members and other members of the
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museum’s staff.914 Artists invited to participate in the 2019 Whitney Biennial have also begun
organizing amongst themselves. Some believe that withdrawing from the Biennial, as some
activist groups have called upon them to do, is not the most effective mode of protest against
Kanders. Instead, they believe that finessing their position of visibility by participating in the
Biennial strategically is the most effective way to create institutional change.915 This is
conversation is still unfolding. These actions extend institutional critique’s legacy by insisting on
the continuity between cultural institutions and the social, political, and economic sphere. They
articulate new levels of accountability that members of the public are demanding from the
cultural institutions mandated to serve and represent them. There are those who say that the
protesters’ demands are unrealistic or impossible to deliver, but history has shown that change is
not only possible—it is continually taking place.
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