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Conceptual Art
Dematerialization

Language



Lucy Lippard and John Chandler, "The 
Dematerialization of Art," Art International Vol. 12, 

no. 2 (February 1968), pp. 31-36

The era of Conceptual art – which was also 
the era of the Civil Rights Movement, 
Vietnam, the Women’s Liberation 
Movement and the counter-culture – was a 
free-for-all, and the democratic implications 
of that phrase are fully appropriate, if never 
realized. 
   -- Lucy Lippard



During the 1960s the anti-intellectual, emotional intuitive processes of art-making 
characteristic of the last two decades have begun to give way to an ultra-conceptual art 
that emphasizes the thinking process almost  exclusively.  As more and more work is 
designed in the studio, but executed elsewhere by professional craftsmen, as the object 
becomes merely the end product, a number of artists are losing interest in the physical 
evolution of the work of art.  The studio is again becoming a study.  Such a trend 
appears to be provoking a profound dematerialization of art, especially of art as an 
object, and if it continues to prevail, it may result in the object’s becoming wholly 
obsolete.

Lucy Lippard and John Chandler, “The Dematerialization of Art,” Art
International, Vol. 12, no. 2 (February 1968), pp. 31-36.



“Conceptual art means…work in which the idea is 
paramount and the material form is secondary, 
lightweight, cheap, unpretentious and/or 
‘dematerialized’.”

      -- Lippard and Chandler



FLATBED PICTURE 
PLANE (1972)
Leo Steinberg

Robert Rauschenberg, Monogram, 1957-59

COMBINE



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. 

This picture plane, as in the enormous canvas called Overdraw (1963), could 
look like some garbled conflation of controls system and cityscape, 
suggesting the ceaseless inflow of urban message, stimulus, and impediment. 
To hold all this together, Rauschenberg’s picture plane had to become a 
surface to which anything reachable-thinkable would adhere. It had to be 
whatever a billboard or dashboard is, and everything a projection screen is, 
with further affinities for anything that is flat and worked over—palimpsest, 
canceled plate, printer’s proof, trial blank, chart, map, aerial view. Any flat 
documentary surface that tabulates information is a relevant analogue of his 
picture plane—radically different from the transparent projection plane with 
its optical correspondence to man’s visual field. And it seemed at times that 
Rauschenberg’s work surface stood for the mind itself—dump, reservoir, 
switching center, abundant with concrete references freely associated as in 
an internal monologue—the outward symbol of the mind as a running 
transformer of the external world, constantly ingesting incoming 
unprocessed data to be mapped in an overcharged field. 

Robert Rauschenberg, Overdraw, 1963



Robert Rauschenberg, 
Overdraw, 1963



Jasper Johns (far right) and Robert Rauschenberg (far left)



January 12–February 6, 1959:  
Rauschenberg participates in Art and the Found 
Object, Time-Life Reception Center, New York. 
Exhibits Odalisk (1955/1958), Gloria (1956), 

and Interior (1956). Rauschenberg purchases a 
ready-made by Marcel Duchamp, Bottle Rack (1914, 

fourth version 1960), from the exhibition for $3

Left: Rauschenberg, Odalisk, 1956/59
Right: Marcel Duchamp, Bottle Rack (Readymade), 1914



Left: Rauschenberg, Odalisk, 1956/59
Right: Marcel Duchamp, Bottle Rack (Readymade), 1914

Odalisk is a painting and afreestanding Combine that rests on the floor like a sculpture. It is a 
vertical construction made from a box open on two sides, topped with a rooster, and fastened to a 
white post mounted on a board with casters. A pillow is inserted between the white post and the 
base. The stuffed bird, a recurring theme in the Combines, moves from the global structure of the 
artwork into the actual space. The rooster is an obvious sexual allusion, the phallic complement to 
the odalisk figure. The artwork is covered with collages of images of female nudes from magazine 
photos and reproductions of erotic paintings – like Love and Psyche (1817) by François-Edouard 

Picot and Pastoral Concert (1509) attributed to Giorgione or the young Titian – echoing the motif 
of the recumbent concubine in a harem, reflected in the title Odalisk.

http://mediation.centrepompidou.fr/education/ressources/ENS-Rauschenberg-EN/ENS-rauschenberg-EN.htm



READYMADE

COMBINE/ASSEMBLAGE
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CONCEPTUALISM



Dan Graham, Homes for America, 1966-67 



Dan Graham, Homes for America, 1966-67

STRUCTURE
OF 

INFORMATION



“Just one thing 
after another…” 

Donald JuddDonald Judd, Iron Stacks, 1965-8

Dan Graham, Homes for America, 1966-67 



Graham says: “This was the first 
published appearance of art (“Minimal” 

in this case) as place conceived, however, 
solely in terms of information to be 
construed by the reader in a mass-
readable-then-disposable context-

document in place of the fact…Place in 
my article is decomposed into multiple 
and overlapping points of reference – 
mapped ‘points of interest – in a two 

dimensional point ‘grid’.  There is a ‘shell’ 
present placed between the external 

‘empty’ material of place and the interior 
‘empty’ material of language; a complex 

of interlocking network of systems whose 
variants take place as information 

present (and) as (like) the medium – 
information – (in) itself.”

Dan Graham, Homes for America, 1966-67 



Leonardo da Vinci, Adoration of the Magi, 1481 
Painting and the GRID

Piet Mondrian, Composition with Red, Yellow, Blue, and Black 
1921  Painting and the GRID 



Dan Graham, Figurative, 1969 



Sol LeWitt, Untitled, 1966

The linchpin of Sol LeWitt’s 
work is the “structure”: both 
the literal materiality of art but 
also the structures of discourse, 
language, and institutions. 



Sol LeWitt, Title page 
from Straight Lines in 
Four Directions and All 
Their Possible 
Combinations, 1973 

With the Title Page from Straight Lines in Four 
Directions and All Their Possible Combinations, a 
portfolio of etchings, we find the basic and 
elemental square shot through with an aesthetic 
of information.  Though part of portfolio of 
etching, it is reminiscent of his book art.  The art 
book is a Conceptualist genre rooted in dada and 
Surrealism.  Artist’s books are meant to facilitate 
the easy dissemination, delivery and consumption 
of ideas…revolutionary ideas.  As LeWitt explained:  
“Artist’s books are, like any other medium, a 
means of conveying art ideas from the artist to the 
viewer/reader.  Unlike most other media they are 
available to all at a low cost.  They do not need a 
special place to be seen.  They are not valuable 
except for the ideas they contain.  Art shows come 
and go  but books stay around years.” 



Sol LeWitt, All Variations of Incomplete Open Cubes, 1974
122 Permutations



Sentences on Conceptual Art by Sol Lewitt 
1.Conceptual artists are mystics rather than rationalists. They leap to conclusions that logic cannot reach.
2.Rational judgements repeat rational judgements.
3.Irrational judgements lead to new experience.
4.Formal art is essentially rational.
5.Irrational thoughts should be followed absolutely and logically.
6.If the artist changes his mind midway through the execution of the piece he compromises the result and repeats past results.
7.The artist's will is secondary to the process he initiates from idea to completion. His wilfulness may only be ego.
8.When words such as painting and sculpture are used, they connote a whole tradition and imply a consequent acceptance of this tradition, thus placing limitations 
on the artist who would be reluctant to make art that goes beyond the limitations.
9.The concept and idea are different. The former implies a general direction while the latter is the component. Ideas implement the concept.
10.Ideas can be works of art; they are in a chain of development that may eventually find some form. All ideas need not be made physical.
11.Ideas do not necessarily proceed in logical order. They may set one off in unexpected directions, but an idea must necessarily be completed in the mind before 
the next one is formed.
12.For each work of art that becomes physical there are many variations that do not.
13.A work of art may be understood as a conductor from the artist's mind artist to another may induce an idea chain, if they share the same concept.
14. The words of one artist to another may induce an idea chain, if they share the same concept.
15.Since no form is intrinsically superior to another, the artist may use any form, from an expression of words (written or spoken) to physical reality, equally.
16.If words are used, and they proceed from ideas about art, then they are art and not literature; numbers are not mathematics.
17.All ideas are art if they are concerned with art and fall within the conventions of art.
18.One usually understands the art of the past by applying the convention of the present, thus misunderstanding the art of the past.
19.The conventions of art are altered by works of art.



20.Successful art changes our understanding of the conventions by altering our perceptions.
21.Perception of ideas leads to new ideas.
22.The artist cannot imagine his art, and cannot perceive it until it is complete.
23.The artist may misperceive (understand it differently from the artist) a work of art but still be set off in his own chain of thought by that misconstrual.
24.Perception is subjective.
25.The artist may not necessarily understand his own art. His perception is neither better nor worse than that of others.
26.An artist may perceive the art of others better than his own.
27.The concept of a work of art may involve the matter of the piece or the process in which it is made.
28.Once the idea of the piece is established in the artist's mind and the final form is decided, the process is carried out blindly. There are many side effects 
that the artist cannot imagine. These may be used as ideas for new works.
29.The process is mechanical and should not be tampered with. It should run its course.
30.There are many elements involved in a work of art. The most important are the most obvious.
31.If an artist uses the same form in a group of works, and changes the material, one would assume the artist's concept involved the material.
32.Banal ideas cannot be rescued by beautiful execution.
33.It is difficult to bungle a good idea.
34.When an artist learns his craft too well he makes slick art.
35.These sentences comment on art, but are not art.

First published in 0-9 (New York), 1969, and Art-Language (England), May 1969



Robert Barry, Inert Gas Series, Argon, 1969

Barry uses “nothing” as 
a palette: “There 
something about void 
and emptiness which I 
am personally very 
concerned with.  
Nothing seems to me 
the most potent thing in 
the world.” 

He is preoccupied with 
representing the 
unseeable and invisible. 



Robert Barry, Inert Gas Series, Helium, 1969



Robert Barry, Inert Gas Series, Helium, 1969

“The ‘Inert Gas’ pieces were an attempt to use material - inert 
gas - which is an undetectable material, you can’t smell it or see 
it, and use this material to create a kind of large environmental 
sculpture, if you will. It was one of the last works that I did in '69, 
where I actually used physical material. And so it was a kind of 
transitional work, in that I was still using material, even though 
one’s understanding of the work and appreciation really had to 
be totally mental. One would have to use one’s imagination. I 
used inert gas - neon, helium, xenon, krypton - because they 
were, first of all, called the “noble gases”. I always thought they 
were sort of romantic. They were completely unknown about 100 
years ago, we didn’t know they existed, and yet we breathe them 
in and exhale them, we live around them and move in these inert 
gases. They have very beautiful names, like “new”, “hidden” - 
their names in Greek are quite nice. So, I just kind of liked that as 
a material. And we take it from the atmosphere - we can’t 
manufacture them – they’re in the atmosphere, so they must be 
removed from the atmosphere. They’re used in industry they’re 
used for certain kinds of lighting. If an electrical charge is put into 
neon, for instance, it creates a certain kind of light, which is what 
they’re used for primarily, but there are other uses for them. So it 
was a very interesting material for me to work with and I felt that 
this was something that I could deal with and fit into what I was 
trying to do at the time.”   -- Robert Barry



Robert Barry, Marcuse Piece, 1970   -- From German philosopher Herbert Marcuse’s “An Essay on Liberation:” 
‘Some places to which we can come and for a while “be free to think about what we are going to do”.’ 





Victor Burgin, Life Demands a Little Give and Take, 1974 PHOTOCONCEPTUALISM



Mel Bochner, Portrait of Robert Smithson, 1966 

“The question that interested me was, 
how do you use language and not 
wind up writing poetry? What 
transforms it from the literary to the 
visual?”   -- Mel Bochner 



Robert Smithson: Partially Buried Wood Shed Kent State University, Ohio, 1970



Robert Smithson, Spiral Jetty, Great Salt Lake, Utah, 1970





Mel Bochner, Portrait of Robert Smithson, 1966 

“The question that interested me was, 
how do you use language and not 
wind up writing poetry? What 
transforms it from the literary to the 
visual?”   -- Mel Bochner 



Mel Bochner, Portrait of Donald Judd, 1966



Left: After Hans Holbein the Younger, Henry VIII, 1536/37
Right: Gilbert Stuart, Portrait of Horatio Gates, 1793-94



Hans Holbein the 
Younger, The 

Ambassadors, or Jean 
de Dinteville and 
Georges de Selve, 

1533

MEMENTO MORI



Left: Mel Bochner, Portrait of Donald Judd, 1966
Right: Donald Judd, Untitled, 1966



Mel Bochner, Alfaville, Godard’s 
Apocalypse, 1968 

STRUCTURE
OF 

INFORMATION

THE GRID

With Alfaville, the “movie 
stars are found objects.” 



Joseph Kosuth, One and Three Chairs, 1965 



Kosuth, One and Three Hammers, 1965

EPISTEMOLOGY

LANGUAGE

SEMIOTICS

CONCEPTUAL 
ART



Magritte, Treachery of Images, 1929

Kosuth, One and Three Hammers, 1965



Joseph Kosuth, Art as Ideas as Art, 1967



“I felt I had found a way to make art without 
formal components being confused for an 
expressionist composition.  The expression was in 
the ideas, not the form – the forms were only a 
device in the service of the idea.” 

     Joseph Kosuth



Joseph Kosuth, Place des Écritures, (Copy of Rosetta 
Stone), 1991, Figeac, France, birthplace of Jean-
François Champollion, Egyptologist and decipherer of 
hieroglyphs 

Rosetta Stone, 196 BCE, 
decree on behalf of Ptolemy 
V in two  written languages 
(Egyptian and Greek), using 
three scripts (hieroglyphic, 
demotic and Greek)
(45 × 28.5 × 11 in)





John Baldessari, The Back of All the Trucks While Driving from Los Angeles to Santa Barbara, 1963



 John Baldessari, National City Series, 1966-68



John Baldessari, Quality 
Material, 1966-68 



John Baldessari, Terms 
Most Useful in 
Describing  Creative 
Works of Art, 1966-68 



John Baldessari and friends, Cremation Project, 1970



The ashes from the paintings were baked into 
cookies and placed into an urn, and the 

resulting art installation consisted of a bronze 
commemorative plaque with the destroyed 

paintings' birth and death dates, as well as the 
recipe for making the cookie.



John Baldessari and friends, Cremation Project, 1970

Jean Tinguely, Homage to New York, 1960

Jean Tinguely, Study for an 
End of the World, No. 2 , 
1962

DESTRUCTION AS A 
CREATIVE TOOL

DESTRUCTION AS 
GENERRATIVE



John Baldessari, I Will Not Make Any More Boring Art, 1971



John Baldessari, The Pencil Story, 1972-73 



Adrian Piper, My Calling Card, #1, 1986





Adrian Piper, Catalysis IV, 1971Adrian Piper, Catalysis III, 1970



Adrian Piper, The Mythic Being, Cycle I: 6/6/70
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jVcXb8En_Tw

Adrian Piper, I am the Locus (#5), 1975, oil crayon

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jVcXb8En_Tw


On Kawara, Date Painting, May 7, 1975 



To make date paintings, Kawara works by a rigid set of 
self-imposed rules or constraints (think here about 
algorithms).  The letters and numbers are always 
centralize on the rectangle, hand-painted in a basic sans 
serif font.  The depth of each canvas is the same and 
each is painted on the sides where the canvas wraps 
round the edge of he stretcher.  The process here 
involves the application of four or five coats of paint and 
outlining the date by hand.  If Kawara does not finish a 
canvas by midnight, he destroys it.  Once finished, the 
canvas is catalogued and then placed in a cardboard box 
especially made for its size alongside a clipping from a 
newspaper published in the same city and on the same 
day that the artist made the painting. History as recorded 
in daily events, whether global, national, or local, is 
bound together with the residues of individual activity 
and memorialized under the rubric of the date. In 
addition to the title, determined by the day on which the 
work was executed, a subtitle may be appended. These 
vary widely from diaristic notes to impersonal records, as 
the following examples from January 1966 attest: "I 
thought about memory and sense," "Janine came to my 
studio," "I am painting this painting," "USA began to 
bomb North Vietnam again."



On Kawara, One Million Years –Past, 1971 

One Million Years is made up of ten 
volumes inside of which one finds the 
recording of dates. Past - For all those who 
have lived and died Future - For the last 
one. The first volume "For all those who 
have lived and died" starts in 998031 BC 
and ends in 1969 AD, namely one million 
years later.



 On Kawara, One Million Years –Future, 2002 

This 24 CD boxed set was 
produced in association 
with the live reading and 
recording of "One Million 
Years (Past and Future)" 
by On Kawara (September 
3 - November 23, 2002).



Installation of work by BMPT at the Musée des Arts Décoratifs, 1967
Daniel Buren, Olivier Mosset, Michel Parmentier, and Niele Toroni

For Buren, Mosset, 
Parmentier and Toroni, 
“painting is no longer what 
art has always been: a 
distraction. It is no longer a 
blindfold placed in front of 
the spectator’s eyes so that 
he doesn’t have to look at 
reality. All that painting [as 
practised by BMPT] does is 
exist.”



Installation of work by BMPT at the Musée des Arts Décoratifs, 1967 



Olivier Mosset, Zero Degree 
Painting, One of over 200 
identical paintings, 1966-
1974 

Roland Barthes, Writing 
Degree Zero, 1953



Niele Toroni's metric square brush strokes of oil on canvas

Niele Toroni – Imprints of a No. 50 
Paintbrush Repeated at Regular Intervals of 
30 cm., 1968



Michel Parmentier, 
Painting No. 10, 1965



Daniel Buren, Poster, (1 of 200 in Paris), 1968 



Daniel Buren, Sandwich Men, Paris, 1968



Students and workers rally in Paris in May 1968 –Paris, France



Daniel Buren, Poster, (1 of 200 in Paris), 1968 
Daniel Buren, Untitled, 1971, Paris



Daniel Buren, Photo-Souvenir, Within and Beyond the 
Frame, 1973 



Daniel Buren, Photo-Souvenir, Within and Beyond the Frame, 1973 



Daniel Buren, Photo-Souvenir, Within and Beyond the Frame, 1973 





Daniel Buren, Photo-Souvenir, To Transgress, 1976 



Daniel Buren, Exhibition of an Exhibition, A Piece in 7 Pictures, 1972 



Daniel Buren, Photo-
Souvenir of Painting-
Sculpture, 1971 



Daniel Buren, Eyes of the Storm, 2000-2005





Michael Asher, 73rd American Exhibition, 1979

Asher had the bronze cast of Jean-Antoine 
Houdon’s late-eighteenth-century sculpture of 

George Washington  moved from the front steps of 
the museum and installed inside one of the 
European Painting and Sculpture galleries. 



Michael Asher, 73rd American 
Exhibition, 1979 

Art handlers move 
statue into place for 

Michael Asher's untitled 
installation for the 73rd 

American Exhibition, 
Gallery 219, Art Institute 

of Chicago, 1979



INSTITUTIONAL CRITIQUE

POST-MEDIUM CONDITION



Fred Wilson, Mining the Museum , 1992-3 INSTITUTIONAL CRITIQUE

“I get everything that 
satisfies my soul from 
bringing together objects 
that are in the world, 
manipulating them, 
working with spatial 
arrangements, and having 
things presented in the way 
I want to see them.”

 -- Fred Wilson



Fred Wilson, Mining the Museum , 1992-3 INSTITUTIONAL CRITIQUE

In 1992, a huge sign was hanging from the façade 
of the Maryland Historical Society announcing that 
“another” history was now being told inside. The 
sign referred to African-American artist Fred 
Wilson’s exhibition project “Mining the Museum,” 
which presented the museum’s collection in a new, 
critical light. 

Incorporated in 1844, the Maryland Historical 
Society was founded to collect, preserve, and study 
objects related to the state’s history. This mission 
included accounts of colonization, slavery and 
abolition, but the museum tended to present this 
history from a specific viewpoint, namely that of 
the its white male founding board. It was this 
worldview that Wilson aimed to “mine.” He did so 
simply by assembling the museum’s collection in a 
new and surprising way, deploying various satirical 
techniques, first and foremost irony.

   -- Elisabeth Ginsberg

http://beautifultrouble.org/case/mining-the-museum/





Fred Wilson, Cabinet 
Making, Mining the 
Museum, 1992-93 
Maryland Historical Society



Fred Wilson, Mining the Museum , 1992-3  Maryland Historical Society 
INSTITUTIONAL CRITIQUE



Marcel Broodthaers, Museum of Modern Art, Department of Eagles Series, 1968
  POST-MEDIUM CONDITION



Marcel Broodthaers, Museum of Modern Art, Department of Eagles Series, 1968







Magritte, Treachery of Images, 1929



Joseph Kosuth, One and Three Chairs, 1965 





Rosalind Krauss, “A Voyage on the North Sea” Art in the Age of the 
Post Medium Condition (1999)

“For the eagle principle, which simultaneously 
implodes the idea of an aesthetic medium and 
turns everything into a readymade that 
collapses the difference between the 
aesthetic and the commodified, has allowed 
the eagle to soar above the rubble and to 
achieve hegemony once again.”

Marcel Broodthaers, Museum of Modern Art, 
Department of Eagles Series, 1968


