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Brian O’Doherty,
”Highway to Las 

Vegas,” 1972

-Are these two articles by O’Doherty
similar or diametrically opposed in 
terms of contents?
-What is the role of writing style in 
O’Doherty’s critical practice?
-Who is the audience of each essay?





Brian O’Doherty (1928-)

• Born in Ireland
• Studied medicine and did 

postgraduate work at Cambridge 
and Harvard

• c. 1958 turned his attention and 
career to art making and art 
writing

• He is a painter, art critic/theorist, 
and novelist

• Has lived in NYC for last 50 years
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v
=xtElxK8g0MM

https://www.youtube.com/watch%3Fv=xtElxK8g0MM


What is the ideal gallery space 
according to O’Doherty?



Royal Academy 
Art Hierarchy





Samuel FB Morse, Gallery of the Louvre, 1831-33 Oil on canvas, 73 ¾” x 108” 









What is the ideal gallery space 
according to O’Doherty?

See pp. 14-15



What does O’Doherty say about “easel 
painting”?

See pp. 16-18

What does O’Doherty say about 
photography? About its effects on 

painting?
See pp. 19-20



Claude Monet, Water Lilies, 1914-1926: A series of approximately 250 oil paintings depict 
Monet's flower garden at his home in Giverny

The aim of his large Water Lilies paintings, Monet said, was to supply 
"the illusion of an endless whole, of water without horizon or bank." 

While his garden in Giverny, his water-lily pond, and the sky above are 
the subjects of this monumental triptych, his representation of them 

can be seen to verge toward abstraction. In the attempt to capture the 
constantly changing qualities of natural light and color, spatial cues all 

but dissolve; above and below, near and far, water and sky all 
commingle. In his enveloping, large-scale canvases Monet sought to 

create "the refuge of a peaceful meditation in the center of a flowering 
aquarium.” https://www.moma.org/collection/works/80220

See pp. 20-22 of O’Doherty

https://www.moma.org/collection/works/80220


immersion in 
nature

The artist’s 
intention was to 
locate observers 

within the watery 
scene, not 

“submerging” them 
in water, but 

immersing them in 
an image space 

with an 
indeterminate 
perspective: 

floating above the 
water’s surface, 

without distance, 
confronted on all 
sides by the 360-
degree images. 

-- Oliver Grau (142)



Claude Monet, Water Lilies, 1905

By 1904, Monet had already removed 
the banks of the lake, the imaginary 
viewpoint of external observers on 

terra firma, thus bringing the pond’s 
surface closer. The fragmentary 

depiction fills the paintings entirely. 
Monet, who used to sit only 15 to 20 

cm away from the canvas when 
painting, succeeds in transferring his 
own view to the observers. He forces 

them out of the secure inner distance, 
blurs the perspective, forms, and colors 
of the homogeneous images, obscures 
the familiar view of near and far, and 

encourages them to glide into the 
exclusiveness of a water landscape. The 

synthesis of natural environment and 
mental impression puts the observer in 

a bird’s-eye view position that 
overcomes the laws of gravity in the 
image space; in a certain sense, it is 
disembodiment.  -- Oliver Grau, 142-

143



Claude Monet, Water Lilies (Agapanthus), c.1915-1926



Claude Monet, Le bassin aux nymphéas, 1919



Claude Monet, Water Lilies, 1905





Claude Monet, The 
Japanese Footbridge, 

1922-23



Victorine-Louise 
Meurent

(1844–1927) 

• French painter
• Model for Manet and 

other painters
• regularly exhibited 

her art at the 
prestigious Paris 
Salon

• In 1876 her paintings 
were selected for 
inclusion at the 
Salon's juried 
exhibition, when 
Manet's work was 
not.

Left: Manet, Nana, 1877
Right: Photograph of 

Victorine Meurent



What is the “dilemma of the picture 
plane” discussed by O’Doherty pp. 21-

23?



Frank Stella, Abajo (Flesh), 1964; powder & polymer emulsion 
on canvas 96 x 110in. 





Painting between 
Surface and Object

towards 
Minimalism

Frank Stella, Green Gate, 1958



Frank Stella, Marriage of Reason and Squalor, 1959



Frank Stella, Marriage of Reason and Squalor, 1959



Frank Stella, Die Fahne Hoch! [The 
Flag on High!] 1959

121.5 in × 73.0 in



Frank Stella, Gezira (Black Series), 1960 



Frank Stella, Agadir II, 1964 





Frank Stella, Tuftonboro III, 1966; fluorescent alkyd and epoxy paints; Irregular Polygons;
100 x 109in



What does O’Doherty have to say 
about the shape of Stella’s 

canvases? (p. 29)



Color Field

Mark Rothko, Untitled, 1949 



Barnett Newman, Onement IV, 1953 



Post-Painterly Abstraction, Los 
Angeles County Museum of Art
1964
Clement Greenberg



Sixties Abstraction

Clement Greenberg

Heinrich Wöfflin, Principles of Art History, 1915/1932
-das malerisch versus das lineare; 
the painterly versus the linear

…Post-Painterly Abstraction

“The Tenth Street touch…”



Sam Francis, Mako, 1966



Joan Mitchell, Hemlock, 
1956



Helen Frankenthaler, 
Interior Landscape, 1964 



Helen Frankenthaler, Magic Carpet, 
1964 



Morris Louis, Alpha Lambda, 1960 



Morris Louis, 1-99, 1962 



Kenneth Noland, Chevron Four in Series, 1964 



Kenneth Noland, Graded Exposure, 1967 



Jules Olitski, Fatal Plunge Lady, 
1963 



Larry Poons, Nixe’s Mate, 1964 



The Color Field installation shot should be 
recognized as one of the teleological 
endpoints of the modern tradition. 

(O’Doherty, 34)



William Anastasi, Westwall,  Dwan Main Gallery, 1967



What does O’Doherty have to say 
about Anastasi? (p. 34)

William Anastasi, Untitled, 1966/2008



What is the distinction between the 
‘eye’ and the ‘spectator’ in the second 

essay by O’Doherty? (p. 35 +)

What role does collage play here?



Pablo Picasso, Still Life with Chair Caning, 1912



Pablo Picasso, Still Life with 
Chair Caning, 1912



Roy 
Lichtenstein, 

Stretcher Frame, 
1968

What does 
O’Doherty have to 

say about this 
Lichtenstein 

painting? (p. 39)



Artist:  Kurt Schwitters

Title: “Merz Picture 32 A. The Cherry Picture”

Date: 1921

Materials: Cut-and-pasted colored and printed 
papers, cloth, wood, metal, cork, oil, pencil and ink 
on board



Kurt Schwitters, Merzbild 5a 
Spielkartenharmonika (Playing 

Cards Harmonica), 1919



Artist: Kurt Schwitters

Title: “Merzbau” 

Date: 1920-23; 1947

Location: Hannover; destroyed in WW II



What does O’Doherty have to say about Schwitters’ Merzbau? (pp. 
42-44) How does it relate to the eye/spectator binary?



FLATBED PICTURE PLANE
Leo Steinberg

Robert Rauschenberg, Monogram, 1957-59



I borrow the term from the flatbed printing press—‘a horizontal bed on which a horizontal 
printing surface rests’ (Webster). And I propose to use the word to describe the 
characteristic picture plane of the 1960s—a pictorial surface whose angulation with 
respect to the human posture is the precondition of its changed content. 

But something happened in painting around 1950—most conspicuously (at least within 
my experience) in the work of Robert Rauschenberg and Dubuffet. We can still hang their 
pictures—just as we tack up maps and architectural plans, or nail a horseshoe to the wall 
for good luck. Yet these pictures no longer simulate vertical fields, but opaque flatbed 
horizontals. They no more depend on a head-to-toe correspondence with human posture 
than a newspaper does. ‘The flatbed picture plane makes its symbolic allusion to hard 
surfaces such as tabletops, studio floors, charts, bulletin boards—any receptor surface on 
which objects are scattered, on which data is entered, on which information may be 
received, printed, impressed—whether coherently or in confusion. 

The all-purpose picture plane underlying this post-Modernist painting has made the 
course of art once again non-linear and unpredictable. What I have called the flatbed is 
more than a surface distinction if it is understood as a change within painting that 
changed the relationship between artist and image, image and viewer. Yet this internal 
change is no more than a symptom of changes which go far beyond questions of picture 
planes, or of painting as such. It is part of a shakeup which contaminates all purified 
categories. The deepening inroads of art into non-art continue to alienate the connoisseur 
as art defects and departs into strange territories leaving the old stand-by criteria to rule 
an eroding plain. 



Allan Kaprow, Words, 1961 



Edward Kienholz, The Beanery, 1965







Edward and Nancy Kienholz, In The 
Infield Was Patty Peccavi, 1981Ed Kienholz, The State Hospital, 1966



Claes Oldenburg, Bedroom Ensemble, 1964





Claes Oldenburg, Chocolates in a Box, 1961 Claes Oldenburg, Giant Blue Pants, 1962



Claes Oldenburg, Floorburger, 1962



Claes Oldenburg, The Store, 1961-62





Claes Oldenburg, Giant Soft Fan, 1967



What does O’Doherty have to say about 
this installation by Kosuth? (p. 64)

Joseph Kosuth, The Ninth Investigation, Proposition 1972



Left: Chris Burden, Kunst Kick, Art Basel, 1974
Right: Chris Burden, Doorway to Heaven, 1973

What does O’Doherty have 
to say about the work of 

Chris Burden ? (p. 64)



Chris Burden, Shoot, 1971  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JE5u3ThYyl4

http://www.youtube.com/watch%3Fv=JE5u3ThYyl4


Chris Burden, Transfixed, 1974 



Marcel Duchamp, 1200 
Sacks of Coal, 1938

Galerie Beaux-Arts in 
Paris



Marcel Duchamp, 1200 
Sacks of Coal, 1938

Galerie Beaux-Arts in 
Paris

‘Central Grotto’ of the exhibition



In the four corners of this central space, four large double beds were 
positioned, almost as a direct incitement to the visitors to give up 
spectating and begin dreaming themselves. Further elements were 
clearly designed to get in the way of a seamless viewing experience. 
Spectators found themselves walking in a carpet of sand and dead 
leaves up to a level of six inches, and, as well as being placed on the 
walls, the surrealist works of art were displayed on revolving doors 
from department stores, which were poignantly static. To compound 
the disorientation, Duchamp hung 1,200 sacks of coal over the heads 
of visitors, which, although actually stuffed with newspaper, 
apparently leaked coal dust and must have been distinctly unnerving 
for those beneath (fig.3). To add to this, the entire space was plunged 
in darkness. There were just two sources of light: a workman’s brazier, 
placed centrally in the exhibiting area, around which visitors huddled, 
and the flashlights that the artist Man Ray, Duchamp’s longstanding 
collaborator and the so-called ‘lighting advisor’ for the show, had 
provided to enable people to illuminate the works on display.

What is striking about the installation is the way in which a thematic of 
labour – manual labour – seems to have been in play, almost in 
counterpoint to the referencing of dreams. The beds, the darkness of 
the room, the use of flashlights to view the surrealist paintings; all this 
suggests that the exhibition-goers were ushered symbolically into the 
space of dreams, which, of course, is entirely in line with surrealist 
principles. The metaphorical linkages between the brazier, the coal 
sacks and the flashlights also speak of the idea that the exhibition 
goers were akin to coalminers, tunnelling into the unconscious. 
However, the coal sacks and the worker’s brazier simultaneously speak 
of a different world. The 1930s in France had been a period of 
constant industrial unrest – which included coalminers’ strikes – and 
the period immediately prior to the 1938 exhibition saw the demise of 
the Popular Front, unable to cope with the general industrial and 
economic downturn. It could be argued that it is precisely this external 
world that was imported by Duchamp into the Galerie Beaux-Arts in 
1938, producing a weird collision of the symbolisation of inner 
(unconscious) space and brute social reality.

From David Hopkins’ “Duchamp, Childhood, Work and Play: 
The Vernissage for First Papers of Surrealism, New York, 1942”
https://www.tate.org.uk/research/publications/tate-papers/22/duchamp-
childhood-work-and-play-the-vernissage-for-first-papers-of-surrealism-new-york-
1942



Installation view by John D. Schiff of First Papers of 
Surrealism exhibition, showing Marcel Duchamp’s His 

Twine, 1942 Gelatin silver print



Installation view by John D. Schiff of First Papers of Surrealism exhibition, 
showing Marcel Duchamp’s His Twine, 1942 Gelatin silver print

In 1942, in a large nineteenth-century Italianate 
mansion in central Manhattan, a group of émigré 
surrealist artists led by André Breton mounted the 
first major exhibition of surrealist art in the United 
States. Titled First Papers of Surrealism, the 
exhibition included paintings and sculptures by 
more than thirty artists accompanied by examples 
of so-called ‘primitive art’, and was designed by 
Marcel Duchamp, who living up to his reputation 
for iconoclasm and conceptual innovation, 
produced one of the most audacious exhibition 
installations of the early twentieth century, 
threading the entire space of the gallery with his 
so-called ‘mile of string’. While this web-like 
construction produced the succès de scandale that 
Breton and the surrealists had hoped for, 
Duchamp’s intervention must have surpassed 
their expectations, to the extent that it almost 
obliterated the view of some of their works, which 
were supposed to be the centre of attention. The 
way in which the criss-crossing twine prohibited 
engagement with the art on show might well 
relate to Duchamp’s ongoing critique of 
surrealism, which can be discerned in his work of 
the 1940s and which was picked up by 
contemporary critics such as Robert Coates, who, 
writing in the New Yorker, felt that the process of 
stringing, which must have become repetitive and 
tiresome by the time Duchamp had finished, 
commented obliquely on the tiredness of 
surrealism.

If the installation of the show was dramatic enough, its opening reception, or 
‘vernissage’, which took place on 14 October 1942, was even more unusual. Wealthy art 
patrons and members of New York’s cultural elite milled around, attempting to make 
what they could of the strange web or net in which they were caught, peering through it 
to look at the paintings, while a number of children wove in and out of the guests, 
eventually carving out a space for themselves in the central area of the exhibition. From 
all accounts the group of children, led by the eleven-year-old Carroll Janis (son of the art 
collector Sidney Janis), consisted of six boys dressed in baseball, basketball and football 
attire, who threw balls among themselves, and six girls who played skipping games, jacks 
and hopscotch. They were under strict orders from Duchamp to carry on playing 
throughout the event, and to explain, if questioned, that they were playing on 
Duchamp’s instructions. Duchamp, incidentally, was nowhere to be seen.

From David Hopkins’ “Duchamp, Childhood, Work and 
Play: The Vernissage for First Papers of Surrealism, 
New York, 1942”
https://www.tate.org.uk/research/publications/tate-
papers/22/duchamp-childhood-work-and-play-the-vernissage-for-
first-papers-of-surrealism-new-york-1942



Left: Mondrian, Color design for the 
Salon of Ida Bienert, or Madame B., 
1926
Right: Mondrian, Salon de Madame B., 
1923

See O’Doherty, pg.82





How does O’Doherty compare Mondrian’s Salon de 
Madame B. to the ideal gallery space with white walls? 

(pp. 83-86)


