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sophical and cultural tradition. Within this
coherence there is also the coherence of
change. This would suggest that the cultural
tradition itself contains structures, laws,
principles that are dynamic, that make
change possible while remaining stable;
but change did not occur without challenge.
These volumes make visible a cultural
phenomenon that is of great interest: that
of the forces that propel artists and
creativity to manifest thinking, world views
and certain human requirements in the
determining of societies. This theme is
revealed most vividly in what is probably the
fundamental polarity, that of both moving
forward into the new and fearing change.
That art has been called `modern' since
the seventeenth century Parisian `quarrel
of the ancients and the moderns' emphasises an obvious but somehow curious
sense of belonging to history. We, today,
and our art which we consider `modern' or
`postmodern', as distinct from that of
previous decades and centuries, are, in
fact, united in time over more than three
centuries by declarations of individualism,
social equality and justice, between
`breaking the rules' of artistic codes rather
than `following the rules', as the editors
write. These claims for creativity and
freedom of expression in art ± as in life ±
are demonstrated by many sets of
oppositions throughout these centuries,
beginning with the seventeenth century
`quarrel' that included the battle over
`disegno'(line) versus colour, followed by
classic versus romantic, imitation versus
expression, and so on down the centuries.
Observing the play of these oppositions as
they are found in the three volumes reveals
the history of the arts in the West to be a
history of the evolution of human consciousness and the society it has made in
its evolutionary advances (and sometimes
reversals). This is perhaps the most
sweeping subject of the collection of
writings, and so `modern', `modernity',
`modernism', `to be modern', as a
dynamic phenomenon and the result of
rejecting `the ancients' (whoever they may
be) in order to create something new, are
the great themes within which we have
been creating art over the last several
centuries. How this has been articulated in
the various discourses on art is the subject
of each of the volumes.
The editors have identified what they
consider to be the propelling modern
issues in each historical period, based on
trends found not only in the arts but in
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writings in the parallel disciplines of
philosophy, socio-economics and science,
particularly. In this way, they create in
both the identification of issues, to which
they devote several introductory pages in
each section, as well as in their introduction to the volumes themselves, a
broad socio-political and intellectual
context in which the arts were significant
players. The question that arises inevitably
is, `What indeed is the role art plays at any
given time or place in the history of
modern Western culture?' The answer
seems to be different in different
circumstances, but this enquiry itself adds
another very important dimension to the
broader enquiry into the history of ideas.
The last volume to be published, Art in
Theory 1648±1815, is actually the first in the
chronology of art in Western culture since
the end of the Renaissance. The seventeenth century was dominated by new
thought, distinguished, in one of the
aspects of the quarrel between the
ancients and the moderns, as reason or
rational thought:
what an ancient could prove in all frivolity
would cause a good deal of trouble nowadays
to a modern, for are we not much more rigorous in the matter of reasoning? Reasoning
must be intelligible, it must be exact, it must
be conclusive

wrote de Fontanelle in 1688. In the arts,
the `quarrel' with antiquity was initiated in
poetry in 1687 by Charles Perrault, who
subsequently wrote:
it is a sort of religion to prefer the least
production of the Ancients to the finest works
of any modern author. I confess to a sense of
injury at this injustice; there seems to me such
a blind prejudice and ingratitude in the refusal
to open one's eyes to the beauty of our century.

The notion of modernism, beginning,
some say, from the time of Baudelaire,
almost did away entirely with the debate of
the `ancients' and the `moderns' simply by
being itself so pervasive. Only the
`moderns' existed, and this is the line that
twentieth-century art history has
proclaimed.
So, `postmodern' would surely place
itself in the debate again, and what
postmodern thinking has done is simply
to have widened the boundaries of the
subject of art. This can be no bad thing.
For art, in one form or another, permeates
our existence, or we experience its lack. Art
in Theory gives us the tools of this debate ±
of what it is to be `modern', since being
`modern' is to be `new', `renewed', and
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that, after all, is better than being `old',
`stale', `dry', and `lifeless' ± all words used
by artists over the last 300 years to describe
that which no longer corresponded to new
perceptions, visions, imaginings of life. It
was art that gave these expression, and art
that keeps us awake and alive, opening our
`eyes to the beauty of our century'. Art
charts the ever-changing, ever-renewing
human spirit, and that is what Art in Theory
also does.
patricia railing
Director, Artists . Bookworks
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he once far-fetched art and ideas of a
loose group of renegade artists in the
1960s have gained art-historical
strength over the years and presently
command the lion's share of discourse on
American art of the period. Recording
Conceptual Art, a collection of unedited
interviews conducted by Patricia Norvell
and brought together by Alexander Alberro,
is essential reading for scholars of contemporary art, artists working with conceptually-based practices, and anyone
interested in the art of the 1960s. The
book's content offers multiple approaches
for further study and is exceptionally
profitable for comparing the intentions of
each artist early in his career (the interviewees are all male) to their mid-career
and present-day work. With the recent
opening of Dia: Beacon in upstate New
York, and especially since several of the
artists here have received major museum
retrospectives in the past ten years, the
publication of these interviews is most
welcome. The scope of the book is
exhilarating for the reader but troublesome
for a reviewer; it is impossible to go into
detail in such short a review on the ways in
which Recording Conceptual Art could be used.
Conceptual artists are often lumped
together stylistically and historically. The
value of Recording Conceptual Art is how it
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stresses the heterogeneity of this select
group of New York artists when, by 1969 ±
the year these interviews took place ±
Minimalism and Conceptualism had
become global phenomena. In fact, perhaps the only unifying factor about the
group is their desire to make art without
paint and brush or chisel and stone.
Norvell and the artists bring up many ripe
issues ± about the form, content, and
meaning of art; the impasse of the avantgarde; the role of the first-hand art
experience and its subsequent documentation ± issues that have yet to be uniformly
resolved; thus, the discussions here are
both historical and contemporary.
Originally called `Eleven Interviews', the
book's content was Norvell's master's
thesis in studio art at Hunter College in
New York. (Robert Morris, incidentally, was
her adviser.) Clearly this project was
approached with history in mind, from the
point of view of both the interviewer and the
artists, who, as Alberro writes in the introduction, `insert themselves into a historical
narrative'. The ways in which the artists
clarify their own work, practice, problems
and solutions are more enlightening than
their relationship with art history.
The interviews are arranged chronologically. As a whole, Norvell asks roughly
the same half-dozen questions to each
artist. Transcriptions are faithful to the
situation of the interview itself so that the
reader feels as if he or she is in the same
room as Norvell and her guest. Grammar
is, for the most part, left uncorrected, and
pauses, silences, and unintelligible
passages appear in the raw. Because of
this format, Carl Andre and Joseph Kosuth
refused permission to include their talks.
As the former was an early Minimalist and
the latter a strong voice from the era, their
absence is keenly felt.
This is not surprising: as language was
a primary concern for these artists, control
over their own words is as important now
as it was then. Douglas Huebler realised
that `language is built right into the [art]
experience', and words became a major
part of his and others' work. Robert Barry
looked for ways to make it known that his
art existed without using the imperfect
systems of language and photography.
Similarly, other artists, such as Morris,
were up-to-date on the latest criticism and
were even writing it themselves.
Much critical theory since the 1960s
has rejected biography, but in these interviews we see the artists as affable, moody,

serious and self-deprecating. And in spite
of the apparently impersonal nature of
much conceptual art, Lawrence Weiner
maintains authorship of his work, stressing how important it is for an artist to
`assume responsibility' for his or her
creation. Nevertheless, taking an artist's
words at face value should be discouraged,
as several of the men repeatedly stress the
neutrality of their art, whether in object,
concept, and execution ± proper critical or
historical analysis often proves this notion
to be far from the truth.
The surprise interview here is the one
with Seth Sieglaub, an art dealer and
exhibition organiser. He stresses how he
has progressed from running a standard
gallery to becoming a `catalyst' who
provides opportunities for Conceptual
artists to propose, act, and think ± in
short, to make art. Norvell sees Sieglaub
as becoming more like an artist; she
brings this up with the artists, but many
of them remain unconvinced. More
accurately, I think, he could be described
as an acute businessman, an entrepreneur
of the novel ± albeit one selling a very
strange product. (I imagine detractors of
Conceptual art may have thought of him as
the P T Barnum of art dealers.) In hindsight, we can see Sieglaub's collapsing of
multiple art-world positions emerge in the
nomadic artist of the 1990s, or in the
global curator who organises exhibitions
around the globe but who lacks a home
base, especially one in New York. Sieglaub
says, `My gallery is the world now', and
later, `The idea of making New York an
anticenter really turns me on'.
Many artists and movements of the
historical avant-garde sought to unite art
and life, art and the people. In these
interviews, several artists boldly claim that
they hold no interest in, nor any desire to
create art for, the public. Rather, they only
want to use public space, as opposed to
galleries and museums, hijacking utopian
concerns for new aesthetic practice, but
Sol LeWitt prefers to show in the white
cube: `The gallery situation is, I think, a
very good situation in that it's an optimum
way of showing things'.
During the course of the interviews, the
artists respond to complications in other
artists' working methods as well as in their
own. LeWitt and Robert Smithson often
create self-perpetuating systems, but
Weiner views process-oriented art as `aesthetic fascism'. Huebler's affectionately
titled `dumbell systems' are an integral
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part his work's final form, and he deems
resulting photographs to be an integral
part of his practice. For Dennis Oppenheim, documentation is the weakest part
of his work.
Interestingly, Norvell does not ask
about individual works of art; the artists
bring up their own and others' work to
illustrate their points. The questions
Norvell asks evolve: she regularly brings
up a couple of new questions with each
interview that become added to her
original list. The book becomes a more
engaging read when Norvell responds
improvisationally to her subjects' words,
rather than sticking to the script.
Alberro and Norvell put forward the
notion that these interviews are a process
piece, a Conceptual-art project. In its
original form as audio tape, `Eleven
Interviews' is arguably a process piece,
but in published form as Recording
Conceptual Art, the texts are more like a
snapshot, or rather photodocumentation,
of the aesthetic concerns of this small
group of New York artists in the spring of
1969. Moreover, in publishing these
interviews in a book format, Norvell does
little to redefine what an interview should
be, at least not in the same way as the
artists with whom she speaks were testing
the limits of art and the art object ± though
printing the dialogues verbatim is certainly
a bold move. Could a collection of
interviews with painters championed by
Clement Greenberg or with an assortment
of Pop artists ± executed in the same
manner as Norvell's project ± make the
same claim as `art'? Indeed, in his introductory essay, `At the threshold of art as
information', Alberro leaves the reader to
decide whether or not `Eleven Interviews'
is art. Regardless, we are so much the
better for having Recording Conceptual Art in
its present form.
christopher howard
Writer and editor, New York
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ne should not be deceived by the
slender appearance of Decadence of
the Nude/La DeÂcadence du nu: it
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