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ART: THEORY AND PRACTICE SINCE 1960

SESSION 1: “MODERNISM IN DISPUTE”

The mid-1960s witnessed a series of challenges and revisions to the then dominant model of 

advanced art which was enshrined in the theory of Modernism.  This theory perhaps found its 

most influential and persuasive expression in Clement Greenberg's 1961 essay 'Modernist 

Painting', in which he argues (amongst others) that the identity and quality of visual art is 

guaranteed only by its self-critical investigation of its own medium-specific characteristics.  As 

far as painting is concerned, this leads inevitably to an exclusive concentration upon the 

medium's unique characteristic—the one which it shares with no other medium or means of 

artistic expression: flatness.  

However, as this concern for the flat surface of the pictorial field leads inevitably to a concern for 

the delimitation of this same surface (in other words, for a concern with the bounding shape of 

the support), so a problem arises.  A concern for the physical shape of the painting leads to an 

interest in its object-like status, and such a concern is more properly sculptural than painterly.  

Such problems can be seen to emerge in Jasper Johns' Flag painting of c.1955, as well as in the 

works of Frank Stella from c. 1959 onwards.



Stella's works occupy an ambiguous position in relation to Modernist notions of medium-specific 

purity, for they are paintings which seem to share certain of the characteristics of sculpture (e.g. 

rather than dealing solely with the illusionistic, optical space of painting, they also interact 

sculpturally with physical, literal space.).  

This session will examine these issues with particular reference to Michael Fried's 1967 essay 

Art and Objecthood, which was perhaps the last great rallying cry for the Modernist beliefs in the 

face of their attack by artists as various as Robert Morris, Donald Judd, Robert Rauschenberg, 

Sol LeWitt and Robert Smithson.  Not only did these artists challenge the notion that good art 

had to have its foundations in medium-specific purity, they also questioned the Modernist 

assumption that the work of art was an autonomous and self-sufficient entity.  As far as Robert 

Morris was concerned, "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.  The object is but one of the terms in 

the newer aesthetic".

This recognition that the work of art is dependent for its meanings and effects upon things other 

than itself also led many artists to re-assess the relationship between visual art and language, and 

to question the total supremacy of the visual which had characterised Modernist understandings 

of art.

Yet another of the challenges emerging at this time could be seen in an opposition to the 

prevalent idea (often referred to as 'historicist') that art developed along a neat line of 

progression, with each successive movement being an improvement on the one which had gone 

before. 

Finally, perhaps, the emphasis which Modernism placed upon originality and authenticity  began 

increasingly to lose its persuasiveness in this period.

This session will also include a generalised examination of the historical roots of Greenbergian 

Modernism which will lead us back to the eighteenth century Enlightenment, and to some of the 

ideas of the German philosopher Kant.  This, in turn, will lead us to questions regarding the 

relation of Enlightenment rationalism to systems of binary opposition, to questions of Otherness 

and exclusion, centrality and marginality, as well as progress and control.

As a theoretical alternative to Modernism's medium-based analysis, we will also consider 

Rosalind Krauss' notion of "Sculpture in the Expanded Field" which offers a theoretical model 

for the understanding of many recent art practices which is based upon the proposal that such 

practices are not to be identified by virtue of their medium-specific characteristics, but by virtue 

of their relation to each other as practices within a structured field of other possibilities.



The themes which emerge in this session will help set the scene for much of the subsequent 

discussions of art practices from c.1965 to the present.
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