
 POSTGRADUATE ELECTIVE COURSE

ART: THEORY AND PRACTICE SINCE 1960

SESSION 4: “FROM WORK TO (CON)TEXT”

All of the artists we will look at in this session have one thing in common: their desire to 

broaden the scope of artistic practice, to release it from the purely aesthetic concerns of the 

autonomous art object.  All of them recognise the fact that art is made, and exhibited, within 

the context of the interacting networks of the institutions of the art world and the broader 

social world beyond. 

The session is structured as follows:

(i)  A discussion which returns to the idea that the individual work is not entirely 

autonomous, self-sufficient and self-referential (as Michael Fried claimed of Anthony 

Caro's sculptures), but that, on the contrary it is reliant upon the signifying system of 

which it is a part (cf. Kenneth Noland and Cindy Sherman).

(ii) A discussion of the idea (as found, for example, in the works and writings of Robert 

Morris), that this signifying system is itself part of a broader "extended situation", which 

provides for an experience which incorporates both the physical/psychological presence 

of the viewer and the environmental conditions in which the work is exhibited and seen 

(cf. Robert Rauschenberg's White Painting, 1951).
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(iii) An introduction to the notion of "framing".

(iv) A discussion of three recent exhibitions in Glasgow which have addressed some of these 

foregoing ideas. (Transmission Gallery, March 1993; Aquarium, May 1992: Comments 

On Communication, August 1993).

(v)  An introduction to the concept of the "institutional context" of artistic production.

(vi) A synopsis of Daniel Buren's theory of the function of the artist's studio.

(vii) A discussion of Daniel Buren's work and ideas, concentrating on his emphasis on the 

gallery as a container, and on his disavowals of art as property, and of the artist as 

"author". (140 Stations, Paris, 1970.  Within and Beyond the Frame  New York, 1973).

(viii) A discussion of Marcel Broodthaers, with specific reference to his Musée de L'Art 

Moderne, Département des Aigles (1968-1972).  Broodthaers is seen as an artist who 

refused merely to supply the gallery system with art objects, but who wanted to exercise 

curatorial control.  In doing so, he draws our attention to the power of galleries to 

organise meanings on behalf of the works they exhibit.

(ix) A discussion of the work of Robert Smithson, looking at his early Site/Nonsites (such as 

Pine Barrens, New Jersey, 1968) and his ideas regarding: presence and absence; entropy 

(Partially Buried Woodshed, 1970); and the work of art as providing more than a simply 

visual experience (Spiral Jetty, 1970).

(x) A discussion of the work of Gordon Matta-Clark, both as a "textual" practice, and as a 

critique of modern urban architecture (Splitting, 1974: Conical Intersect, Paris, 1975). 

[The important thing about my work is its] relation to a wall, a ceiling, a floor, and a 

bouquet of flowers, which don't belong to me, but which are indissociable from the 

work. The striped paper, or the striped I-don't-know-what, exhibited without these 

four elements, does not exist. When the work is done, and therefore, when these 

vertical colored and white stripes are displayed, everything belongs to the work and 

at the same time nothing belongs to me as author.   

 [Daniel Buren interviewed in Journal of Contemporary Art, vol.1, no.1, Spring 

1988].
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Craig Owens "The Allegorical Impulse: Toward a theory of Postmodernism" 
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(VIIIB 2).

A.Papadakis, et al (eds) New Art. Academy Editions, 1991.  (See especially  

"Photography - Language - Context.  A Prelude to the  80s" by 

Anne Rorimer, pp.29-39.)

4


