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Art of the 1960s and 1970s: Conception and Realization? 

By Mike Cummins 

 

By 1968 Modernism appeared to be running out of steam. The growing number 

of art works produced using new media challenged the Greenbergian view that 

the art object itself should be self contained therefore not referencing external 

factors (eg society and politics). The artists of the late 1960s were seeking new 

ways to communicate and the notion that modernism had reached some kind of 

zenith with Abstract Expressionism in the 1950s was fiercely opposed. This 

would lead some artists to the development of Conceptual Art in which 

Greenbergian art works were reduced, as least at first glance, in favor of 

recognition of the creative process. This reduction of the actual art works led to 

works being merely described by the artist. An extreme example of this can be 

seen in Robert Rauschenberg’s telegram reading ‘THIS IS A PORTRAIT OF IRIS 

CLERT IF I SAY SO’, implying that the word of the artist was what separated art 

from objects. 

 

Not all artists took this oppositional view. A significant number, such as Georg 

Baselitz and Lucian Freud, redeveloped conservative forms of art such as figure 

painting. The significant fact is that both camps, the oppositional and the 

conservative, were searching for some form of post-modernism; and this in itself 

implied that modernism (in the Greenberg sense) had or was nearing a close. 

Modernism despite its name had lost touch with the modernity of the late 1960s 
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and the new socio-economic landscape. In a volley of essays written at this time 

including LeWitt's quote in this assignment's title, but also Michael Fried's Art and 

Objecthood, and Rosalind Kraus' Six Years the importance placed on the art 

object was questioned and debated. 

 

For twenty years following World War II modernist painting led by Pollock, 

Rothko and others had championed the status of painting as an independent art. 

No longer did painting refer to other media such as literature or history. But in 

becoming self sufficient modernist painting had limited its scope of reference. In 

doing this it could be seen as drifting away from social and political issues and 

focusing on the individual artist.  

 

The conservative artists of the late 1960s felt that modernism had, perhaps 

unintentionally, imposed limits on their artistic exploration and expression. 

Modernism, once seen as radical had become the establishment1. Not only did 

its doctrine place importance on the final art work, it also disengaged art from the 

political and social issues that it had aligned itself to pre-war. With the advent of 

consumerism, art had become a commodity that could be traded. It was felt by 

many artists that art galleries had become anesneticed into something 

resembling a culture market for the newly affluent middle classes. Reducing the 

art object to consumer product, and thus placing increased economic value on it, 

caused artists to address the issue of the commodification of art. 
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Broadly speaking those of the oppositional view sought to challenge the situation 

whist those of conservative views sought to return to pre-modernist themes such 

as figurative painting and classicism. The oppositional artists such as Kosuth 

recognised the past but did not see any reason to aspire to return to it. LeWitt's 

Paragraphs on Conceptual Art sought to define (albeit in a loose manner) the art 

process that he refers to as Conceptual Art. In his essay he argues that the 

artist’s conceptualisation of an art work is more important that a final produced 

object. In this manner, he argues, art does not need to be physically produced. 

 

However the idea or concept behind it still needs to be communicated to a 

viewer. But if the object is produced then the viewer can/must assign their own 

interpretation on the object. This remains rooted within the modernist tradition of 

the object being all important. However, if the art work remains as a concept 

then, argues LeWitt, the artist retains control of how it is perceived. A concept 

can be modified, evolved or changed by the artist (indeed LeWitt claims this right 

for his essay at its conclusion), whereas a produced object becomes final. 

 

The Art & Language group represents one branch of Conceptual Art. From its 

establishment in 1968, growing from the Fluxus group of the early 1960s, they 

challenged the objecthood of art objects. The Art & Language ‘installation’ Index 

                                                                                                                                                                             
1 Lucy Lippard, Escape Attempts, quoted in Harrison and Wood, Art in Theory, pp855 
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01 engages with many of the questions raised by LeWitt. The actual work 

consists of a number of filing cabinets containing 87 written texts. On an adjacent 

wall is a cross referenced text index to the work. The issue this raises is how 

does a viewer relate to the work?   Should the various texts be read as one 

would read a book (or perhaps more appropriately, an instruction manual)?   The 

texts can also be viewed as images of the printed texts. The actual installation of 

the work, the physical environment where the viewer engages with the work, 

cannot be ignored either. In any reading of the Index 01 it is essential that some 

form of communication to the viewer is required. It was claimed by Art & 

Language’s Terry Atkinson and Michael Baldwin in their work 38 Paintings 

(Painting No 11) that it is enough for the artist to simply state the existence of a 

work.  

 

The problem in this process of thought is that ultimately art must disintegrate 

completely. Merely becoming concepts in the minds of artists and not taking any 

form. But the lack of object means that it cannot be exhibited, traded or 

discussed. This results in no opportunity for self criticism thus preventing the 

artist from progressing. Indeed it makes it difficult for an artist to even claim to be 

an artist. 

 

Another Art & Language work that explores the boundaries between the optical 

and linguistic is Painting-Sculpture by Terry Atkinson and Michael Baldwin. The 

two mostly blank canvases it comprises of are of similar construction except for 



  5 

their content (one simply reading 'painting', the other 'sculpture'). However their 

proximity raises questions as to what is a painting, or indeed a sculpture?   If a 

painting physically exists, as it must, then is it a painting of something or is it an 

object (in this case a mounted canvas) with a surface applied?   Should we study 

the content or the medium?   With Painting-Sculpture the viewer is confronted 

with the difficulty of both definitions in juxtaposition. But as it is a work of 

conceptual art Atkinson and Baldwin have to acknowledge the existence of the 

viewer in their work. Neither the paining nor the sculpture can exist unless the 

viewer can read and understand the two painted words. This inevitably means 

that each viewer will bring their own views and experiences to the work resulting 

in the work being referenced to external factors. The fears of critics such as 

Michael Fried’s of art degenerating into theatre seem to be borne out.  

  

Perhaps the key factor in this is that neither the painting nor the sculpture in 

Painting-Sculpture falls into their classical form. It returns to LeWitt’s argument 

that in declaring the status of the objects they become those forms. This tradition 

dates back, at least, to Duchamp's practice of elevating readymade objects to the 

status of art via the declared intervention of the artist.  

 

Michael Fried in his influential essay Art and Objecthood discusses the growing 

trend towards what he identifies as theatre within the art of the late 1960s. He 

argues that modernist painting must – in its truest form - result in a pictorial form. 

If a painting is pictorial, as he argues it is, then it depicts something external and 
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therefore cannot be a self contained object. Fried sees this as a positive 

outcome, in conflict with objecthood which reduces art to theatre. He argues that 

this is especially true of Minimal Art (or Literalist Art as he refers to it) and sees 

the modernist painting as a method to defeat this theatrical trend. 

 

Fried argues that minimalism must acknowledge the presence of the viewer. 

Therefore they are an integrated part of the work; therefore the work becomes 

akin to performance and the viewer the audience. In this way the art work obtains 

objecthood and ceases to be art but an object in a theatrical performance. It 

could be argued that the two forms, art and theatre, were converging but Fried 

felt that art must win out over the encroaching theatre. Using Fried’s arguments, 

work such as Painting-Sculpture cannot be pure to either medium because the 

work is not self contained and the discussion it evokes is of its own status as art 

object. 

 

In the years immediately following 1968 artists such as Ana Mendieta continued 

to move the boundaries of art and theatre closer together. She, and other body 

artists such as Carole Schneemann created work that relied upon performance. I 

doing so their art became temporal and existed only for the moment that it was 

performed, it could not happen again. And its site specificity meant that it could 

not be transposed to a gallery or other exhibition space. The relationship 

between her body and those present at the performance seems to typify the 

theatrical tendencies that Fried felt needed to be defeated. 
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Artists were adjusting to the post-war consumer boom. Their proletariat was 

dissolving and a new value structure was becoming established. Art was no 

longer largely contained to social and political concerns; it had become 

commodified and as such now carried increased economic value. It had become 

a tradable item. This was possible largely due to the Greenbergian (himself an 

art dealer) view of modernist art as self contained; in adopting aspects of theatre, 

minimalist art was more difficult to quantify and trade. Whilst this may seem a 

defence against the consumerisation of art it causes a dilemma for the artists. In 

the post-war consumer society all things were tradable but artists still required 

income. This income could be in the form of selling of art. sponsorship, 

patronage, or personal wealth. With the exception of the last option the other 

three sources require a product to exchange. Declarations such as Atkinson and 

Baldwin’s may, or may not be enough to make art exist but the physical non-

existence of an artwork meant that it could not be traded thus threatening the 

financial support and independence that many artists rely upon. For some artists 

a solution to this paradox was the creation of ‘tokens’ that could be traded and 

exchanged. These tokens might take the form of written intentions of a work 

(such as practiced by Joseph Kosuth), guarantees or, as in the case of Mendieta, 

photographs of the performance. These in turn raise the question of whether it is 

the original or the evidence of its existence that is being traded. It is worth noting 

that the tokens traded, with the exception of photographs, were often more 

typical of business documents (guarantees, contracts, receipts) than art. In 
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attempting to defend art from consumerism, artists had reduced it to a capitalist 

commodity. 

 

In many respects LeWitt's Paragraphs on Conceptual Art is a snapshot of the 

dilemma facing the Avant-garde in the late 1960s. LeWitt and others challenged 

the consumerisation of art but their arguments seem a turning point in the 

debate. The centre of power had moved away from the artists and towards the 

viewer/buyer. Rauschenberg's telegram could work once, but repeated telegrams 

would quickly become tedious and valueless. The only direction for art to take 

was to become optical once more; be it through performance or new media or 

traditional forms. LeWitt's elevation of concept and reduction of produced object 

suggests that each is independent. The probable truth is that one suffocates 

without the other. 
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