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Not quite an art movement, not quite a research institute, not quite an
activist group, and not quite a rock-and-roll band, Art & Language is an
internally contested and outwardly perplexing entity that has drastically

reconfigured itself numerous times since its inception in the mid-1960s.
Constant throughout its existence, however, is an intensely intellectual-
ized and deliberately contrarian collaboration involving its two namesakes:
art and language. The specifics of these changes and continuities have led
the collective to produce some of the most unorthodox, complex, difficult,
misunderstood, and important art of the twentieth and twenty-first cen-
turies. This art has not one but many histories that intersect and diverge in
dizzying ways. While this book examines several of them, it focuses on one
in particular depth: the history of Art & Language’s international collabo-
rations, which spanned the years 1969 to 1977 and involved dozens of art-
ists, art critics, and others living and working in the United States, England,
Australia, Yugoslavia, and elsewhere. At a time when established modern-
ist and avant-garde approaches to radicalizing art became inadequate to a
globalizing world then and still rapidly transtorming itself and art along
with it, those who participated in these collaborations found in their inter-
nationality opportunities to strengthen their intellectual grip on the world
and to reorganize their capacities for acting within it by rethinking together
what art is and does. The pedagogically and politically oriented work that
emerged from those collaborations shaped Art & Language’s substantive
contributions to the development of the conceptual art movement and the
wider conceptualist tendency in art, both of which remain crucial for how
contemporary art’s history continues to unfold, especially where the theory
and practice of artistic radicalism are concerned.



At the center of Art & Language’s international collaborations was a sec-
tion of the larger collective based in New York City. This is not Art & Lan-
guage’s better-known English cohort, which founded the group, persists
today, and has been the subject of much more commentary and interest
from art historians, art critics, curators, and collectors. The lesser-known

New York group was, from its inception in 1969 until its dissolution in

1977, a multinational association that gathered in or near the SoHo neigh-
borhood from which some of the most celebrated art of its time emerged.
Meetings took place at Joseph Kosuth’s studio, Ian Burn and Mel Rams-
den’s loft, and Karl Beveridge and Carole Condé’s apartment. Those who

assembled conversed about art; the making, display, and viewing of art;
the attitudes, discourses, markets, and institutions that accrue around art;
and the cultural and societal functions of art worlds. Through seminars
in Melbourne, Adelaide, Auckland, and Belgrade conducted by other par-
ticipants, including Terry Smith, Michael Corris, Andrew Menard, and
Jill Breakstone, the collective’s sociality extended further afield. The work
that these people did together and, on occasion, apart from one another

tfound in conceptual art a set of strategies for making art by negotiating

its entanglements with language and an incredible range of other things,
including philosophy, education, politics, capitalism, socialism, science,
technology, communication, music, travel, culture, identity, anthropology,
soclety, government, nations, states, 1nstitutions, and history. The group’s
practice was as interdisciplinary as it was international.

Talking to one another, always including the messiness of arguments, di-
gressions, and lapses into nonsense alongside the highlights of insight and
breakthrough, became this group’s distinctive mode of collectively directed
autodidacticism, and what Art & Language’s New York section said to
itself during its meetings literally formed the basis for what it sent out into
the world as art. The artworks, writings, journals, films, videos, and musical
projects forged in this crucible of talk had a few important champions in
New York. John Coplans, editor in chiet of Artforum, published writings
by Burn, Smith, Menard, and Preston Heller. Jaap Reitman, owner of an
important art bookshop in SoHo, distributed Ar#-Language and The Fox,
journals that were the most widely available vehicles for Art & Language’s
work. And John Weber, a dealer sympathetic to the collective’s artistic and
political radicalisms, showed its work at his gallery, which occupied part of
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a building at 420 Broadway in SoHo that also housed the galleries of other
major dealers including Leo Castelli, André Emmerich, and Ileana Sonna-
bend. Such opportunities were, however, the exception rather than the rule
for the New York section of Art & Language, and much of its work first ap-
peared overseas, usually in exhibitions and publications partially or totally
facilitated by its English counterparts or in the places where it conducted
its international seminars. As a consequence of this scattered reception, the
response to its work has been patchy and correspondingly lackluster.
Despite declaring an interest in Art & Language’s various manifesta-
tions, the art historian Charles Harrison, who is the collective’s most subtle,
engaged, and sustained commentator, openly states that he is “avowedly
partial and Anglocentric” in his approach to writing its history due to his
close personal and professional association with the section of the group
based in England." Harrison’s focus on certain parts of Art & Language’s
total body of work yields an incomplete view of its overall contribution,
even as his accounts of the collective remain the best available. This bias
also characterizes Art & Language scholarship more generally, and with so
much attention directed at work that it did in England, what happened in
New York — to say nothing of the further international links forged by the
section of the group based there — has slipped by nearly unnoticed, leaving

untallied the vital role that Art & Language’s international collaborations
played in the history of conceptual art. Omitting this fuller scope of the
collective’s work has further distorted its overall reception by preventing
recognition of the collective’s multifaceted response to art’s growing en-
tanglements with the cultural, economic, and geographical aspects of glob-
alization. The small amount of scholarship on work that Art & Language
did outside England has not suthciently rectified these distortions, as those
who have written on the collective’s New York section, however well, have
done so in summary or piecemeal fashion, and no comprehensive art his-
torical attention has been paid to the work it did outside of both England
and New York.?

The geographical confines of his account notwithstanding, Harrison is
entirely correct throughout his work on Art & Language that the collective’s
achievements (and, it is worth adding, its shortcomings too) have much to
do with its relationship to its main historical predecessor and major antago-
nist: modernism. Indeed, “the practice of Art and Language,” as T. J. Clark
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also recognized, is “directed to the problems of modernism.”” The legacy
of modernism, specifically as it was formulated in the United States after
World War II, provided Art & Language with a crucial point of departure
for thinking about what art might become when it becomes conceptual.
Gradually recoiling at art’s corruption by the very forces of modernity that
it helped to visualize and so to usher into being, the modernism to which
Art & Language responded sought refuge in an autonomy that proved un-
able to sever at least one of its tethers to the world. Clement Greenberg, one
of its great critical advocates, called this insistent connection “an umbilical
cord of gold” that linked avant-garde artists to bourgeois patronage.” While
this tie may have compromised art’s ability to contest the reorganization of
world power following the war, it also meant that artists could know art as
irrefutably one worldly thing among others, no more capable of being dis-
entangled from them than of reaching a dialectical synthesis with them, as
those avant-garde artists who were more committed to reconciling art and
life sought. Art & Language, like many other artists, recognized that art’s
insistent worldliness needed a substantially more elaborated politics if the
radical impulse in modernist and avant-garde art was to persist. It wagered
that conceptual art could provide this politics if it was made to confront
the concepts that art worlds impose on art— including the very concept
of art itself —and counteract their mediating power by mediating them in
turn. What Ramsden at one point called “a community practice (language
... sociality . . .) which does not just embody a commodity mode of exis-
tence” was, in these circumstances, both a transnational gathering of dispa-
rate groups linked internationally by mutual interest in talking to one an-
other and a means tor conceptual artists to position themselves relative to
modernism’s complicated bequest by organizing opposition to art worlds
in New York and elsewhere.” Reconstructing the history of this commu-
nity practice not only restores a lost trajectory in the historical evolution of
conceptual art, it also opens new lines for thinking about what conceptual
art did amid the transition from modern art to what is now called contem-
porary art.’

Conceptual art’s earliest critics and its first historians tended, in the face
of art that so demonstratively refused to behave according to the conven-
tions governing modern art for decades or even centuries prior, to empha-

size its capacity to negate. They placed priority upon what conceptual art,
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when compared to seemingly all previous art, modern art included, was
decidedly not. Lucy R. Lippard, the first art critic to champion conceptual
art, located its importance in a dematerialization of the art object and hy-
pothesized the possibility that, in the near future, art might no longer have
a use for objects at all and could, thereby, jettison the commodity form de-
finitively.” Two decades later, when art historians and curators first devoted
substantial energies to reassessing conceptual art and locating it within art’s
broader histories, Benjamin .H. D. Buchloh identified its “elimination of
visuality,” and Harrison invoked its “suppression of the beholder” in stak-
ing claims for the movement’s significance as a deep challenge to the sup-
posedly essential visuality of the visual arts, theretofore always assumed to
be perceived by a beholder.® Conceptual art was as likely as not to be tex-
tual and to assume a readership. For Buchloh in particular, conceptual art’s
negativity had political consequences by ushering into artistic practice an
institutional critique that has since been widely adopted by artists and ex-
tensively commented upon by art historians.”

Antecedent to these initial efforts, scholarship on conceptual art pro-
liferated beginning in the late 1990s, with several waves of scholars devel-
oping previous accounts of the movement in a variety of directions. One
of the first waves provided a revised understanding of conceptual art as art
that, in addition to negating much that has conventionally been associated
with art, also possesses its own distinctive properties. These thinkers began
to assert the qualities in conceptual art that are properly conceprual.”® “In
the broadest possible definition,” writes Alexander Alberro, “the concep-
tual in art means an expanded critique of the cohesiveness and materiality
of the art object, a growing wariness toward definitions of artistic practice
as purely visual, a fusion of the work with its site and context of display, and
an increased emphasis on the possibilities of publicness and distribution.”"
This definition bears traces of earlier thinking but is beginning to articulate
a more comprehensive profile of what conceptual art, in its own right, is.
Similar to Alberro’s interest in “the conceptual in art,” Peter Osborne con-
siders “the generic Conceptuality or post-Conceptual status of art since the
mid-1970s” as a broad feature of recent art first broached by the concep-
tual artists of the 1960s and 1970s."” This “Conceptuality,” which lies at the
center of Osborne’s account of conceptual art and contemporary art more
generally, resulted, he proposes, from the former’s effort (and especially
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from Art & Language’s effort) to displace traditional aesthetic concerns
with conceptual ones. He further suggests that this replacement attempt
fails — or, rather, half fails by not displacing aesthetics but all the same as-
serting conceptuality alongside it as an equally crucial factor for contem-
porary art.”

More recent accounts of conceptual art tend either to specity the multi-
plicity of ways that concepts or conceptual thinking come to factor in con-
ceptual art or to call attention to those aspects of conceptual art that are

not conceptual at all but may buttress, build upon, quality, or even under-
mine its conceptuality.* Some scholars examine specific disciplines or intel-
lectual movements, such as philosophy, psychoanalysis, structuralism, and
post-structuralism, which either parallel or intersect with conceptual art.”
Others consider the materiality, mediums, and media of conceptual art as
sites where concepts come to reside alongside much else besides.® Labor,
work, technique, and technology have also been recurring concerns for
their roles in shaping conceptual artists’ works and the relations of those

works to a changing world economy.”” The aims of scholars working on
these topics, however diverse they may be, converge in a shared effort to
specity better than before the intelligible and tangible manifestations of the
conceptual and the nonconceptual alike in works of conceptual art. Each
answers questions about what conceptual art is and is not, and this helps to
define the movement with greater clarity. However, the enormously wide
range of conceptual art’s impact, which Peter Wollen identifies as “the
single greatest shift in art since the Renaissance,” can get lost in the very
specificities of such specifying endeavors.”

Broader in scope, then, is the work of those scholars interested in recent
art’s geographies. They have become increasingly aware of a conceptual-
ist “attitudinal expression” that transcends the Euro-American context in
which the conceptual art movement largely occurred.” Conceptualism is,
indeed, evident globally, expressing itself as a tendency that pervades the
art of the world after the collapse of modernism, socialist realism, and other

modes of modern art. While conceptual art has continued to undergo re-

evaluation, other scholarly efforts have been made to comprehend better
the conceptualisms that arose, sometimes before conceptual art and some-

times after it, in places ranging from the Soviet Union to Africa and from

6 Introduction



Latin America to East Asia, usually in response to local artistic traditions
and historical conditions distinct from those prevailing in the West.*
At the same time, the role that internationality played within the Euro-
American conceptual art movement has become a topic of nascent atten-
tion.”! Additionally, the complexities of identity politics in conceptual art,
particularly where the politics of race and gender are concerned, have been
examined with greater facility than ever before* While scholars working
in these areas should be celebrated for introducing greater attentiveness to
difference and diversity in conceptual art and conceptualism, “today’s golf-
size umbrella of Conceptual art,” to use Desa Philippi’s memorable phrase,
is perhaps growing so large as to provide a sort of vague and generic shel-
ter to nearly all art made after modern art the world over.*” The concep-
tual specificities of conceprual art and conceptualism are, in turn, at risk
of being lost.

Turning to Art & Language, especially to its international collaborations,
shows that these two scholarly projects —one that has located conceptual
art prominently within narratives of art after modernism and another that
has made a compelling case for the worldwide emergence of contemporary
art following from a global conceprtualist episode —need one another. In
other words, both specificity and scope inhere together in these collabora-
tions in ways that exceed their particularities to illuminate much that lies
outside of whatever intrinsic interest they may have. Nevertheless, Art &
Language does not supply the key to unlocking conceptual art’s essence any

more than it is the crux of a conceptualist transition from modern to con-

temporary art. All the same, though, when conceptuality travels, as it does
to a unique extent in Art & Language’s work, it reveals significant things
about itself: its ubiquity, even for art that is not, properly speaking, concep-
tual; its differences from itself, which exist at individual, collective, local, re-
gional, national, and global levels; its capacity to mediate those differences;
and, perhaps most importantly, its transformability, which is where Art &
Language raised afresh questions about art’s worldly role. How the collec-
tive’s international collaborations staged the mental and material aspects of

art’s conceptuality between the various art worlds through which it moved
during the 1960s and 1970s is, moreover, a matter of more than historical
interest because the way it drew on geography to relate theory and practice
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articulates a politics of art’s worldliness adequate to societal and cultural
transformations that are still being brought about by the historical force of
globalization and look set to continue unabated into the future.

Conceptual art —whether the kind of conceptual art particular to Art
& Language or the many other kinds of conceptual art and conceptual-
ism particular to its peers—is worldly in several senses of the term: it is
insistently of its world and not caught up with longing for past or future
worlds; it thoughtfully evidences judicious understanding ot how its world
works and how it cannot be made to work; and it is made around the world
and travels well from place to place. For Art & Language, a politics of this
worldliness could encompass in its full potentiality the entire range of
whatever art and its concept are and do in the world. Its great challenge,
one that the collective endeavored to meet in different ways at different
times, is how to act in the knowledge that none of its actual iterations can
encompass this range in its entirety because each must struggle with the
specificities of its situation and other limitations on its breadth of rele-
vance. Worldliness, however vast it may seem, is always partial and contin-
gent. At the same time, the great strength that Art & Language found in
a worldly politics is, paradoxically, its wide extent, which can involve, for
instance, features of institutional critique or identity politics without ever
becoming reducible to them. This is something that Art & Language dem-
onstrated, often through recourse to its internationality, by thinking and
acting beyond the limitations and particularities that any specific situation
or approach might impose on its work. The worldly, however restricted by
circumstance, is also always capable of reaching out beyond its partiality
and contingency. By drawing upon this generative and volatile mix of nar-
row constraint and great capacity, Art & Language transformed the intel-
lectual circumstances in which its participants worked in ways that enabled
them to forge alliances across considerable geographical and cultural dis-
tances that fed back into its work by heightening or broadening the insight
into art and the world that it gained from working in this way. This is not
the only way that artists can be worldly, of course, but it is an especially
sophisticated, effective, and resonant way.

What this book sets out to do, then, is to better understand what this
intellectual and social dynamic was in Art & Language’s case, what sorts
of art, education, and politics were generated out of it, and what ramifi-
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cations these results have beyond their own particularity. It sets out to do
these things at least in part to redeem conceptual art from accounts that
treat its inability to realize the revolutionary ambitions of the New Left as
an unmitigated failure.** Conceptual art proffers, I hope to show, an endur-
ingly relevant politics that acknowledges the unlikelihood of art’s changing
the world in the ways that many, Art & Language among them, wanted in
the 1960s and 1970s but also recognizes that the pursuit is worth it all the
same because in the very search itself can be found a crucial mitigation:
what was learned and can still be learned, especially where questions about
what art is and does in the world are concerned. This then raises the ques-
tion of method or of how best to build an argument for the worldly politics
of conceptual art to which Art & Language contributed between 1969 and
1977 with international collaborations that examined and contested art
worlds. The first part of an answer concerns the book’s overarching struc-
ture, which is historical. History writing contrasts with the dominant trend
in the literature on Art & Language, much of it by the collective’s current
and former participants and associates, which is to reproduce its manner —
that is, to do the type of work that Art & Language does and to do it about
Art & Language.” While this approach is valid, even valuable, more his-

toricizing of the collective is necessary, not least because of the distance it

creates from Art & Language’s own modes of thinking and discoursing,
distance that provides a vantage from which to specify in other ways the
artistic, pedagogical, and political dimensions of its work. From an angle
external to Art & Language, then, this book aims to show why the collec-
tive’s project remains so pressing to those who desire and pursue its con-
tinuation in one or another form. Moreover, the story of Art & Language’s
cohort in New York and the international collaborations it undertook has
been told only in fragments originally published on multiple continents,
sometimes in considerable obscurity, and never before collected in a single
place. To be comprehended at all, it needs to be situated within a more
comprehensive historical framework, something that this study provides
for the first time.

In accordance with this plan, what follows is not a survey of Art & Lan-
guage’s body of work but rather a selective account that privileges the col-
lective’s efforts to think art communally, especially during the extreme,
highly conflicted, yet very productive period when international collabora-
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tion was a priority for the group. To tell that story is to face the challenge
of thinking about works of art that insist upon being taken seriously not
only as produced images, objects, texts, or performances but also as residue
of a theoretical practice. Art history finds itself on unfamiliar ground here.
[ts disciplinary reliance on describing and evaluating works of art through
visual analysis is not always so helpful tor talking about art that aspires to
do things with ideas, concepts, and theories other than illustrate, picture.,
or otherwise visualize them. Art & Language is thoughtful in ways that
are comparable to, coincide with, or even compete with art history itself.
Moreover, when one of the thoughts that this art thinks is that all art can
and indeed should be considered as thoughttul in ways that are not essen-
tially different from the thoughtfulness that attends to art, the unfamiliar
ground on which art history finds itself turns out, in an uncanny twist, to
have been its own home. And when artistic thinking of this sort also yields
substantive reflections on some of art history’s most central and heavily
contested concepts — modernism, for instance — that are significantly dif-
ferent from those that art historians had previously articulated, the source
of the discipline’s disorientation becomes even clearer: Its purported object
of study has come down oft the walls, so to speak, and rearranged the con-
tents of its house to bewildering effect.*®

Here, it is well worth recalling and reiterating Thomas Crow’s proposal
that “the inheritance of Conceptualism, ignored if not derided by the ma-
jority of art historians, provides the field of art history with its best current
resources of theoretical understanding.”*” In this instance, such a sugges-
tion might entail that conceptual art, the very art that can be so inassimi-
lable for art history because it emphasizes art’s intellectual properties that

exceed its visuality, supplies what the discipline needs to resolve certain of

its difhculties treating thoughtful art—and all art is thoughtful —on the
terms that it demands.*® In line with this proposition, the work of Art &
Language, a group of artists who prioritize the conceptual in art to an ex-
treme degree, can be studied to better understand how art discloses (and
conceals) ways of thinking. Approaching its work with care provides re-
minders that like images, thoughts are materialized in art; that, like objects,
ideas and theories get formed artistically; that, like motifs or iconography,
concepts become subject matter for works of art; and that, like art’s visu-

ality, its intellectuality needs to be squared with its own historical devel-
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opment as well as with the historical contexts that inform it and that it
informs. When art, conceptual or otherwise, is treated with these things
in mind, much knowledge stands to be gained, particularly concerning the
possibilities for thoughtful action that art makes possible.

In this regard, Art & Language’s efforts to rethink through international
collaborations what the concept of art is and entails are an especially good
place to turn, since, like the discipline of art history when faced with con-
ceptual art, the collective found itself to be not at home in those places
that ought to have been proper to it. Its work from this especially mobile
and unruly period can be understood as an instance of what Burn dubbed
“Homeless criticism” in one of the many notebooks he filled with thoughts,
plans, and reflections during his tenure in the group.”” Burn’s phrase is mod-
eled after one Greenberg coined to name the “homeless representation” he
found in artists such as Willem de Kooning, who incorporated noticeably
incongruent figurative elements into the otherwise nonobjective style of
abstract expressionism.”® However, the relevance of Burn’s phrase, which
appears alone on a notebook page without any immediate context and is,
therefore, itself a homeless remark, implies much more than its reconfigu-
ration of a modernist critic’s concept into a statement about the fate of his
critical enterprise would suggest. Indeed, something very much like home-
less criticism characterizes Art & Language’s international collaborations
from their beginnings to their end.

The word “homeless” implies dispossession, and Art & Language’s turn
to the critical and art historical medium of language necessitated a con-
cession of visual appeal that stripped its work both of the aesthetics de-
manded by those who expect art to give itself over fully to the eye and of
the possibility that such people would serve as its audience. This often left
Art & Language adrift, alone together, and, rather surprisingly, the task it
repeatedly pursued in this state was to dispossess itself further by jettison-
ing its beliefs, ideas, and concepts as part of an ongoing criticism of its own
intellectual prerogatives. Even within itself it was not at home, preferring
instead a state of perpetual rancor among its constituency for the intellec-
tual and social possibilities to which this could give rise. "Homeless” also
implies displacement. Burn, an Australian living in New York, experienced
this condition himself, and a similar uprooted mobility marks a large por-
tion of Art & Language’s sociality and work, particularly work made in or
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in relation to New York, a city famously inhabited by immigrants and tran-
sients. Many in the group there were expatriates, and many were students
who came to the city from elsewhere to learn about art. Finally, “homeless”
simply means being without a home. For art, a home might best be charac-
terized as an art world that can recognize, legitimate, and celebrate it. The
work that emerged from Art & Language’s international collaborations re-
ceived little close or sustained attention from any art world at the time of its
making, and it moved around too much to settle down in any one of them
anyway. It was also too critical of the art worlds through which it passed
to receive their full embrace. Because Art & Language had no place to call
its home, because it was always between art worlds, it had to use its wits to

become worldly.
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[nitially, Art & Language turned to conceptual art for opportunities that
it provided to develop the theoretical and practical dimensions of its work
through linguistic rather than visual means. In time, the work it did with
language afforded further opportunities, particularly those of a social kind,
which expanded the group’s constituency into a large and at times un-
wieldy transnational association and enabled, through the learning that
went on among those who participated in its work, new approaches both
to art and to the art worlds where that work was made, shared, and re-
ceived. Some version of this reciprocation, whether of the linguistic and the
social, the pedagogical and the political, or the conceptual and the inter-
national, fueled Art & Language’s work throughout the period of concep-
tual art’s florescence, recognition, and decline as an art movement from
the late 1960s through the mid-1970s. It also proved central to Art & Lan-
guage’s efforts to define its own distinctive approach to working concep-
tually within an international milieu of conceptual artists that pursued a
variety of different and often competing directions in their work.

The collective’s internationality begins in earnest in May 1969, when its
founders, all based at Coventry College of Art in England, first announce
international aspirations for their work by publishing the inaugural issue
of a nearly eponymous journal called Ar¢-Language (figure 1.1). Not only
did this periodical circulate internationally, appearing in art galleries and
on bookstore shelves in the United States and on the European continent,
the editorial introduction to its first issue, in which Art & Language lays
out its initial program, also explicitly makes clear the collective’s interest in
conceptual art on the other side of the Atlantic Ocean. Terry Atkinson, the
main author behind this unattributed missive, makes plans for the future
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by courting “contributions from American artists,” identifying an intention
“to furnish a comprehensive report of conceptual art in the U.S.A.,” and an-

nouncing aspirations to “point out some differences. . . between American

and British conceptual art.””

Art & Language had already begun to make good on these promises by
including in this very issue of Ar¢-Language three texts by prominent con-
ceptual artists then living in New York: Sol LeWitt, Dan Graham, and Law-
rence Weiner.” Atkinson had connected with a number of American artists

during his visit to New York in 1967, and these transatlantic submissions to
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the journal came via his contacts overseas. However, the collective quickly
realized that its understanding of conceptual art was not compatible with
what these American artists were doing, and it dropped Ar¢-Language’s am-
bitious subtitle, 7he Journal of conceptual art, beginning with the very next
issue. The term “conceptual art,” Art & Language later told the French art
critic Catherine Millet, “was associated with too varied a spectrum of artis-
tic activity.”? In the journal’s second issue, Atkinson complained openly
about the “many artists and writers who have gathered beneath the Con-
ceptual Flag.”* During the summer of 1969, he returned to New York in
part to locate other, more compatible contributors to Art-Language who
might share the collective’s primary concern with what “an art form can
evolve by taking as a point of initial enquiry the language-use of the art
society.”® This time, Atkinson found lasting allies in Joseph Kosuth, Ian
Burn, and Mel Ramsden, each of whom became an important contriburor,
first to Art-Language and, through that vehicle, to Art & Language.® With
this alliance in place, a lasting New York section of Art & Language began
to coalesce, and the collective would maintain this internationality, rather
rumultuously at times, until 1977.

Kosuth, Burn, and Ramsden made art that shared a close rapport with
what Atkinson had been doing in Coventry along with David Bainbridge,
Michael Baldwin, and Harold Hurrell. These four founders of Art & Lan-
guage were, at this point, teachers and students at Coventry College of Art,
and since the mid-1960s they had been making some of the first examples
of recognizably conceptual art by writing theoretical texts in a tone that
oscillates between academic philosophy in the analytic or Anglophone tra-
dition and a parody thereof. This writing often postulated hypothetical art-
works or imagined situations involving art and then speculated about them
in derail to arrive at a variety of provisional conclusions.” Fairly quickly,
it ceased to be a discourse subsidiary to art objects and art situations real
or fictive and became itself the main thrust of Art & Language’s practice
when Art-Language took over for a number of years as the collective’s main
outlet. This was not yet the case when, in 1966, Baldwin conceived of an
exhibition titled Zbe Air-Conditioning Show, in which a flow of air cur-
rent generated by an air-conditioning unit is held out for consideration
as a work of art® Though an actualization of The Air-Conditioning Show
would not occur for several years, Baldwin published a short essay about
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it in the November 1967 issue of Arts Magazine, having been facilitated in
this respect by Robert Smithson, whom Atkinson met in New York during
his 1967 visit.” With this brief text’s appearance in an American magazine,
Art & Language made its first public foray across the Atlantic, though the
essay is credited to Baldwin rather than Art & Language, as the group’s
collective identity was not yet formalized. “Remarks on Air-Conditioning:
An Extravaganza of Blandness” speaks of the air-conditioning proposal as |
a challenge to then-current ideas about the phenomenological experience |
of a work of art preceding and having priority over other approaches to it '
such as those afforded by linguistic description.”” By nominating a current
of air as a work of art, Baldwin revealed the extent to which a “viewer” of
this phenomenon would need the linguistic dimension of a text (such as

the very essay in which he proposed the work) explaining what the work of
art is in order to perceive it as art in the first instance —and even then, its
crucial component would remain invisible. Language and everything asso-
ciated with it, Baldwin showed, is as capable of preceding the experience
of art as of following after it in the usual modes of reception to which lan-
guage is conventionally relegated where art is concerned.

This process of working through artistic problems using language rather
than visual means lies at the base of the name Art & Language, under which
Atkinson, Bainbridge, Baldwin, and Hurrell began ofhcially to collaborate
around the time that they launched Ar#-Language. In the first issue of the
journal, Bainbridge and Baldwin pursue further the sort of speculative ac-
tivity developed around 7he Air-Conditioning Show by pondering what sort
of art “an alien being from another galaxy” would produce if it had no prior
experience of art apart from what could be ascertained by observing the be-
havior of people in art museums.” The alien’s hypothetical work is a metal
disc connected to a motion detector that rotates almost imperceptibly
when in the presence of a viewer, thereby providing just enbugh stimula-
tion to elicit the momentary cessation of the rather aimless wandering that
tends to characterize the outward appearance of the museum-going experi-
ence. There are surface-level jokes in all of this about the attention span of
the average museum visitor and about minimalist sculpture, but the real
target of rebuke is any discourse about art that would assert the sufficiency
of the sensory experience of an art object (or the outward appearance of

such experience) over a fuller consideration of the more broadly cognitive
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dimensions that conceprual artists such as Art & Language wanted to em-
phasize. The American contributors to the inaugural issue of Ar¢-Language
did not quite share this concern as Baldwin and Bainbridge formulated it.
In contrast to Art & Language’s work, what Graham and Weiner submit-
ted for publication was not as intensely speculative in character. Both of
their contributions can be read like scripts or scores for generating works of
art, poems in Graham’s case and sculptures in Weiner’s."* Discursive think-
ing like Bainbridge’s and Baldwin’s is not emphasized; instead, the work is
largely programmatic and concerned with the role that ideas and concepts
can play in the production of artworks rather than in the artistic shaping of
theories, though Graham’s text does include a theoretical section in which
he reflects on the implications that his work has for authorship, produc-
tion, and other related matters. |

Of the three Americans to publish in the first Ar#-Language, LeWitt was
doing theoretical work most similar to Art & Language’s, but he denied his
text, the famous “Sentences on Conceptual Art,” the status of itself being
art by concluding it with a statement announcing, “These sentences com-
ment on art, but are not art.”® By contrast, in Art & Language’s editorial
introduction, Atkinson claims the obverse, “that this editorial, in itself an
attempt to evince some outlines as to what ‘conceptual art’ is, is held out as
a ‘conceptual art’ work.”™ Though the collective would later revise its posi-
tion about the capacity of an artist to nominate something as a work of art
in favor of a more contextual approach to deciding what counts as art, in
1969 its decision that its writing might itself be art was suthcient to provide
the collective with a strong sense that what it was doing was not conceptual
art if what Graham, LeWitt, and Weiner were doing was.

This sense of difference led Art & Language to New York again in search
of new collaborators. On the recommendation of the English critic, cura-
tor, and art historian Charles Harrison, who had made initial contact with
the collective in early 1969, Atkinson visited with Joseph Kosuth, whom
Harrison had previously met during his own trip to New York.” Kosuth
was, at the time, one of a group of artists afhliated with the dealer Seth
Siegelaub that is often regarded as foundational for conceptual art in New
York.'® He too was seeking new colleagues, as he had begun to feel and
would state later that year in “Art after Philosophy,” his first major position
statement on conceptual art, “artists often associated with me (through
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Seth Siegelaub’s projects) — Douglas Huebler, Robert Barry, and Lawrence
Weiner —are not concerned with, I do not think, ‘Conceptual Art.”" If
Art & Language was putting distance between itself and what was being
called conceptual art, then Kosuth was doing the same thing in an obverse
way by insisting that the term “conceptual art” referred to a smaller set of
artists whose work was, to his thinking, sufficiently conceptual in character.
When Atkinson invited Kosuth to become involved with Art & Language, |
he evidently saw a chance to work with like minds and accepted. Kosuth ap-
pears as “American Editor” on the masthead of the second and third issues
of Art-Language, both published in 1970, and his initial role in this ca-
pacity was to oversee stateside distribution of the journal and forward texts
by artists working in the United States for publication in it.

Over time, the relationship between Art & Language and Kosuth, who
continued to pursue his own work independently of his involvement in
the collective, would gradually sour. Regardless of the points of contention
that eventually came between them, throughout his tenure with the group,
Kosuth made significant and varied contributions to its work as an artist,
writer, and editor. His prominence in the art world also brought consider-
able attention to the collective’s activities and afforded many opportuni-
ties for it to exhibit and publish. Initially, however, it was his interest in
philosophically informed art that made him an ideal collaborator. From an
early point, Kosuth was, like Art & Language, practicing art in an investiga-
tive mode as a question-posing and theory-positing activity. This approach
manifests in a powerfully condensed form in Kosuth’s best-known work,
One and Three Chairs of 1965 (figure 1.2), which uses a ready-made chair to
unpack and juxtapose the multiple senses of “chairness” that inhere in rep-
resentational images, material objects, and, of course, words, concepts, and
mental representations.” |

Burn, an Australian, and Ramsden, who is English, had already been
working together since 1964, when both were students at the National
Gallery of Victoria Art School in Melbourne. They arrived in New York in
1967, having spent the previous three years in London. Burn and Ramsden
were, like Art & Language and Kosuth, inclined to understand art’s turn
to language as a way to challenge conventions, pose questions, and specu-
late about answers to them. In a short text of 1969 titled “Dialogue,” Burn
writes, in a manner that shares much with what both Art & Language and
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Figure 1.2 Joseph Kosuth, One and Three Chairs, 1965. Collection of the

Museum of Modern Art, New York (Larry Aldrich Fund). Image courtesy
of the artist and Sean Kelly Gallery.

Kosuth were doing at the time, twelve declarative but enigmatic sentences
about language and art. One of them reads almost like an explanation of
what is at stake in 7he Air-Conditioning Show: “Perception is no longer a
direct and unified act; through language it has become fragmented and dis-
persed.”"” On top of this writing, in the years immediately preceding Burn’s
union with Art & Language, he too had been troubling sensory percep-
tions by making works involving mirrors, which were usually framed be-
hind sheets of glass to create subtle perceptual distortions that elicit reflec-
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Figure 1.3 lan Burn, Mirror Piece, 1967. Image courtesy
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Figure 1.4 Mel Ramsden, Secret Painting, 1967.




tion on reflection itself in both its literal and figurative senses. One of these
mirror works, Mirror Piece of 1967 (ﬁgure 1.3), was accompanied by thir-
teen pages of text and diagrams that both explicate how images reflected
in the mirror are refracted through layers of mediating glass and theorize
about visual perception reaching certain limits.

Ramsden was likewise exploring the limits of the visible and the possi-
bilities of the cognitive more broadly construed in a series of works from
this period titled Secret Painting (figure 1.4), each of which involves a
monochromatically painted black canvas accompanied by a short text ex-
plaining that the content of the painting is secret and known only by cer-
tain informed parties. Again, the core idea is that visual perception alone
is unable to fully access art and that language is bound up with it in funda-
mental ways. At roughly the same time, Art & Language’s English group
had, like Kosuth, Burn, and Ramsden, turned to the perceptual and men-
tal paradoxes of ready-made objects, mirrors, and monochromes, so there
were direct parallels in their work involving preferred techniques, ma-
terials, and forms. In finding these three New Yorkers with such similar
concerns, Art & Language finally identified other artists who were, like
its original constituents, producing objects that contested artistic conven-
tions concerning visual experience, thereby opening up the ontologies and
epistemologies of art, particularly where language was able to lead the way
toward an artistic practice based upon writing as much as or more than
upon the production of said objects. Owing to these mutual interests,
Kosuth, Burn, and Ramsden formed a multinational cohort in New York
and Art & Language’s first lasting transatlantic interlocutors. Almost im-
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mediately, this new section of the collective would begin writing for Arz-
Language and working on projects with its predecessors in England, but it
would also develop its own lines of inquiry. The latter would, as this New
York group consolidated itself and developed its own distinctive identity,
lead it, and not the collective’s English founders, to pursue further inter-
national collaborations aimed, as this one initially was, at expanding the
working group’s social size and intellectual range.

It has become common for scholars of conceptual art to separate its prac-
titioners into different camps, and many have identified the alliance that
resulted from Art & Language’s transatlantic expansion during the sum-
mer of 1969 as one such camp. Perhaps the first to do so in print is Ursula
Meyer, who in 1972 named Art & Language as copractitioners of what she
called, in reference to its predilection for reading analytic philosophy and
writing like analytic philosophers, “Analytic Conceptual Art.”*® Of those
who have taken up the idea that Art & Language represents a distinct cate-
gory of conceptual art, Peter Osborne, for instance, distinguishes the work
of Kosuth and Art & Language as an “exclusive” or “strong” variety of con-
ceptual art because of its deep commitment to philosophical thinking.*
Alexander Alberro groups Kosuth, Art & Language, and Christine Koz-
lov, herself an occasional participant in the collective, together under the
heading of “linguistic conceptualism” because their work relies so heavily
on language.* This pairing of Kosuth and Art & Language, including the
work of Burn and Ramsden, is not, however, entirely a retrospective inven-
tion of art historians but also the result of strategic self-positioning by the
artists themselves during the late 1960s and early 1970s as they endeavored
to stake their own claims to the term “conceptual art.” Already in the intro-
ductory editorial that Kosuth wrote in his role as American editor of Arz-
Language, he contended, “it is here at the ‘strict and radical extreme’ where
agreement is reached between American and British conceptual artists.”?’
Uniting around shared preoccupations, Art & Language actively made a
case that it differed in crucial ways from its contemporaries, especially other
conceptual artists. If the group’s English section abandoned the term “con-
ceptual art” when its meaning became, to its thinking, too loose, then the
New York section argued polemically for narrowing its application to refer
exclusively to Art & Language’s activities.

[n 1970, Kosuth and Burn seized an important opportunity to express
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this thinking when they became ghost curators — officially, and in name,
the curator of record was Donald Karshan — of Conceptual Art and Concep-
tual Aspects at the New York Cultural Center. The first large-scale museum
exhibition of conceptual art in the United States, it featured one of the
more international rosters of conceptual artists assembled to that point.
[ain Baxter, Daniel Buren, Jan Dibbets, Bernar Venet, and others from out-
side the United States joined a familiar cast of New Yorkers and a pair of
West Coast artists in Bruce Nauman and Ed Ruscha. Conceptual Art and
Conceptual Aspects is also, importantly, the first exhibition of conceptual
art to use the word “conceptual” in its title** That this word appears twice
is a loaded decision by the ghost curators, who divided the exhibition into
two sections. In the “conceptual art” section, Kosuth and Burn included
work by Art & Language’s founders among their own and that of the So-

ciety for Theoretical Art and Analysis, to which Burn and Ramsden, as
well as Roger Cutforth, belonged at the time they became involved with
Art & Language.”” Only three other artists were included in this part of

the show, and all had prior connections to Kosuth: Kozlov, who partici-
pated in shows at his short-lived Lannis Gallery; Frederick Barthelme, who
exhibited at Kosuth’s equally short-lived Museum of Normal Art in 1967
and whose text “Three from May 23rd, 1969” appears in the second issue
of Art-Language; and On Kawara, whose studio Kosuth frequented at the
time and whose work he designated “highly conceptualized.”*®

The remainder of the artists included in Conceptual Art and Conceptual
Aspects appeared in the “conceptual aspects” section of the exhibition be-
cause their work, according to the ghost curators, was similar in appearance
to what was shown in the “conceptual art” portion but did not partake of
the same fundamental inquiries. It had at most certain conceptual aspects
but was not, as Kosuth and Burn wanted to frame the category, conceptual
art. This distinction is reinforced in the exhibition catalog, which is divided
into three sections: “Information 1,” “Information 2,” and “Information 3.”
The first section features full-length texts by artists included in the “concep-
tual art” portion of the exhibition, and the second is composed of quota-
tions from artists shown in the “conceptual aspects” portion alongside what
are called, in the table of contents, “reference quotes” from selected histori-
cal predecessors to conceptual art, as though only aspects of what these art-

ists said merited inclusion as properly conceptual. The third part contains
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standard biographies and bibliographies for all the participating artists in
alphabetical order. Bound in a gray cover featuring the exhibition title in
small sans serif block capital letters and nothing else, the catalog contains
no visual images whatsoever. This polemical decision to emphasize text re-
duces conceptual art to the use of language, and the work of artists such as
Nauman and Ruscha is represented not by the images for which they are
better known but by a limited amount of quoted verbiage that gives onl}f:a
partial sense of their activities. |

The roots of this distinction between conceptual art and conceptual
aspects appear in Kosuth’s essay “Art after Philosophy” — the first part of
which is the lead item in the Conceptual Art and Conceptual Aspects cata-
log—in which he aligns conceptual art with “inquiry into the foundations
of the concept ‘art, as it has come to mean.”*” “Art after Philosophy” in-
cludes, particularly in its second part, some of the first atctempts to histori-
cize the nascent conceptual art movement and to position Kosuth’s account
of it relative to his understanding of its forebears. In this regard, he identifies
precursors including Marcel Duchamp, Robert Morris, and Donald Judd;
carly practitioners such as himself and Art & Language as representatives of
a “purely conceptual art”; a larger group of artists working in a more gener-
ally conceptual way; and an emerging second generation of conceptual art-
ists, including Burn and Ramsden as well as Cutforth, who are singled out
for developing “a purer form of ‘conceptual’ art.”* Burn echoes Kosuth'’s dis-
tinctions in his own major essay on conceptual art from this period, “Con-
ceptual Art as Art” of 1970, in which he speaks of a “stricter definition of
Conceptual Art” that aims to “devise a functional change in art” and is less
concerned with what he denigrates as “conceptual appearance.”*

When Kosuth and Burn applied this distinction to the curatorial frame-
work tor Conceptual Art and Conceptual Aspects, a number of the artists
participating in the show, including Weiner, Hans Haacke, and Mel Boch-
ner, who had been Kosuth’s teacher at the School of Visual Arts in New
York during the mid-1960s, voiced discontent about being sequestered in
the “conceprual aspects” section rather than the purportedly more authen-
tic “conceptual art” section. Huebler wrote Karshan an angry letter express-
ing his concerns about Kosuth and Burn’s approach, though the exhibition
opened as its ghost curators planned it.*° Kosuth in particular continued
to maintain this distinction between two kinds of art bearing the descrip-
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tor “conceptual,” which he insisted on as late as 1975, when he championed
Art & Language as an exponent of “Theoretical Conceptual Art” and dis-
paraged what he called the “Stylistic Conceptual Art” of its peers.”

Perhaps the most stalwart critic of the restricted genus of conceptual art
that Kosuth and Burn constructed in Conceptual Art and Conceptual As-
pects is Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, for whom the work of Kosuth as an indi-
vidual and Art & Language as a collective (he seems to have the English
section foremost in mind) is “based on the rather limited understanding of
the readymade as an act of willful artistic declaration” in contrast to certain
other conceptual artists, for whom precedence is given to “the institutional
determination of the object’s status” by galleries, museums, markets, maga-
zines, and so on.” Even if such an account of conceptual art overlooks some
of the subtler ways that what, in “Art-after Philosophy,” Kosuth calls “the
context of art” was already operating in his and Art & Language’s work, the
actuality is that the collective anticipated Buchloh’s very line of criticism
and, in the early 1970s, modified its approach accordingly.™ A shift away
from the ready-made is already happening in Kosuth’s next major state-
ment of position, his introduction to the second issue of Ar¢-Language, in
which he identifies conceptual art with “not just the activity of construct-
ing art propositions, but a working out, a thinking out, of all implications
of all aspects of the concept ‘art.”>* Precisely this sort of “thinking out”
led Art & Language away from its early interest in the ready-made toward
more and more contextual investigations. As Terry Atkinson wrote in a
major position statement titled “From an Art & Language Point of View,”
also published in the second issue of Art-Language, “There is an attempt
in Art and Language Press work to go for the contextual questions not the
object questions.” >

On September 7, 1971, Art & Language’s first solo exhibition in New
York opened on Madison Avenue between Seventy-Eighth and Seventy-
Ninth Streets at Dain Gallery, the owner of which, Robert Dain, employed
Burn in his framing shop and allowed him to organize the show in his adja-
cent gallery. Art & Language seized this opportunity to redefine its posi-
tion on conceptual art and insist afresh on its fundamental difference from
what other conceptual artists were doing. On display were taped lectures
about artistic and philosophical topics written and spoken by Art & Lan-
guage and made available to visitors as continuously playing audio loops.

A Model of a Possible Art World 25



A statement accompanying the exhibition and written in the third per-
son but clearly presented in a voice that speaks on behalf of the collective
frames the exhibition by lamenting “considerable contusion . . . regarding
‘Conceptual Art.””” To rectify this confusion, the statement proposes the
taped lecture, which is “as different from other Conceptual Art as it is from

painting and sculpture.” Conceptual art, it is claimed, “relied heavily on a
ready-made technique for its identification as art,” while the taped lecture
offers “an alternative to asserting in the ready-made context.” Unlike their
earlier essays in Art-Language, which were sometimes put forward as works
of art, the participants in Art & Language now emphasize “the fact that
their work constitutes knowledge” and their desire “to regard as irrelevant

I

such questions as . . . ‘But is it still artwork?’” The lecture “seems to have
adequacy simply ‘as knowledge.”

As if to remove any doubt about this definitive turn away from the
ready-made, Burn and Ramsden penned an essay for Ar¢-Language that
withdraws the collective’s earlier hypothesis about declaring an article in a
journal to be an artwork: “But if one were to hold (e.g.) this article within
the standard denotive constraints (as, of course, anything may be held if
one goes along with the kind of contention that if someone says it’s art,
it’s art) then one would simply infuse it with a status superfluous (and, in
fact, misleading) to its understanding.””” Their new interest in knowledge,
particularly insofar as it could enable theoretical work on art that would

possess “epistemic adequacy” not reliant upon its being asserted as art and

recognized as such, had by this point already found an outlet in a little-
known work that Burn and Ramsden made in New York during 1970.%
Titled ( 1NDEX ( MODEL (...))), the piece consists of an essayistic text not
dissimilar to those exhibited at Dain Gallery (figure 1.5). However, rather
than being presented as a taped lecture, it was divided into individually and
idiosyncratically numbered passages that were then typed out on a type-

writer. Next, the resulting snippets of text were pasted, along with copious
accompanying bibliographic entries referring to recent publications in the
philosophy of language and linguistics, onto over one hundred index cards,
all of which were, finally, housed in a Rolodex. A banal package containing
an at times convoluted text, this work nevertheless introduces into Art &
Language’s lexicon a term that subsequently becomes a major focus of its

epistemologically oriented conceptual art: “art world.” The crucial impor-
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Figure 1.5 lan Burn and Mel Ramsden, (inpEX ( MODEL (.. .))), 1970.

Image courtesy National Galler}-’ of Australia, Canberra.

tance of this term is explained rather enigmatically and enticingly on the
card numbered 62, which reads, “One doesn’t deal with art-works but art-
worlds.”

The term “art world” has accrued journalistic overtones that conceal as-
pects of its more substantive philosophical history. When Burn and Rams-
den adopted and adapted it in 1970, it was not yet in wide use, though
it began to become more common after 1964, the year in which the phi-
losopher Arthur Danto published an essay titled “The Artworld.” In it,
Danto deploys the term to explain why Andy Warhol’s recently exhibited
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sculptures of Brillo boxes, which are visually almost indistinguishable from
their source material, are art when the ordinary Brillo boxes from which
they derive are not. Disregarding the ontological sufficiency of physical,
material, and visual attributes of art objects as well as the idea that art is
whatever an artist does, Danto defines an art world as “an atmosphere of
artistic theory, a knowledge of the history of art” that enables certain things
to be recognized as art.” Surprisingly, Danto’s essay is not referenced in the
bibliographical portion of (1nDEX ( MODEL (...))), and Burn and Rams-
den seem not to have been familiar with it at the time. Nevertheless, this
keyword was in the air during the 1960s and 1970s — it was, Danto might
have said, becoming part of its own atmosphere —and his prioritization of
theory and knowledge over the visual qualities of art and over artistic in-
tention would have been attractive to Burn and Ramsden, who had grown
disdaintul of emphases on appearance and volition excluding more concep-
tual facets of art.

Burn and Ramsden’s invocation of the art world in the essay portion
of (INDEX ( MODEL (.. .))) differs, however, in two key respects from
Danto’s. First, they seek to provide grounding for art theory and art his-
torical knowledge in language rather than letting it float freely in an airy
“atmosphere.” To this end, they propose in card number 73, “The ofhcial
language that we employ to speak about ‘art’ contains an implicit onto-
logical commitment.” Second, Burn and Ramsden are as likely to speak of
“art-worlds” in the plural as of the singular “the artworld” to which Danto
refers. (That Burn and Ramsden were both expatriates who had experi-
enced multiple art worlds at first hand likely played a role in their emphasis
on this plurality.) These two differences from Danto’s thinking, which form
the core of Burn and Ramsden’s own initial theory of the art world, posit
that an art world is, essentially, a way of talking about art that shapes how
it gets seen and made. There are, then, as many art worlds as there are ways
of talking about art that have currency with a large enough community to
possess some binding power. Tying language and the plurality of art worlds
together in this manner provides Burn and Ramsden with a direction in
which to continue developing conceptual art into a method for contend-
ing with the commitments of art worlds and their entailments for art. If, as
card number 1 states, “Any description of ‘#be art-world’ is a description of

3

a possible art-world,” then examinations of art worlds might lead to posit-
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ing them and even supporting them with collective sociality, all things that
Art & Language’s work took under consideration as it developed.

These tasks would not prove easy, and Burn and Ramsden were aware of
this from the outset. Presented as it is inside a device that exists to facilitate
communication in the tertiary sector of the postwar economy, ( INDEX
( MODEL (...))) exemplifies the “aesthetics of administration” that Buch-

loh finds typical of both conceptual art and late capitalism.*® However,
Burn and Ramsden’s decision to use a Rolodex is hardly an unthinking ac-
quiescence to the apparatuses of the contemporary economy. Neither does
it exactly follow the two tacks that Buchloh identifies as conceptual art’s
most critical deployments of this aesthetic: on the one hand, those prac-
tices that “analyze and expose” capitalist institutions and, on the other
hand, those practices that “travesty” conceptual art by making a “farce”
of it.* Instead, ( INDEX ( MODEL (.. .))) manifests Burn and Ramsden’s
effort to transtorm what their world provides them toward ends for which
such things were not intended. With its promise of easing communication
and facilitating business, the Rolodex is far from an appropriate container
for a text that is as willtully difhcult to understand as the essay that Burn
and Ramsden wrote, which does not follow conventional lines of argumen-
tation and assumes familiarity with recent developments in philosophy, sci-
ence, mathematics, linguistics, and a number of other scholarly disciplines.
Moreover, the “contacts” listed in the essay’s bibliographical section lead
not to a telephone but to a library. If a Rolodex is an object designed to
lubricate the sociality of late capitalism, then Burn and Ramsden put a halc
to that sociality and detain the user of this particular Rolodex with state-
ments that manifest and solicit a more thoughtful use of language. How
to stage such a gesture in the larger arena of an art world —in other words,
how to develop languages in which to think and talk about art other than
those that art worlds already offer—would be the major challenge that
Art & Language faced as its work evolved in the coming years.

The essay “Some Questions on the Characterization of Questions,”
which appeared in Art-Language in the summer of 1972, considers the
gauntlet thrown down in work such as (INDEX ( MODEL (.. .))). In it
Burn and Ramsden engage in more specific terms with “that system of
(public) operations which make up our ‘Art-world’” in New York.** The

word “Modernist” recurs throughout this essay as the name of a central
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term in this art world’s lexicon and a core concept organizing its dealings
with the rest of the world. Burn and Ramsden often couple this modernism
with an individualism that manifests in the art world’s tendency to appear
“causally dependent upon the individualistic cognitions of the art-worker
and not the other way around.”* Skeptical of the function that such an
understanding serves, Burn and Ramsden posit that the individualism on
offer “has become estranged from the epistemological conditions which
made it possible in the first place.”** Indeed, Burn and Ramsden assert that

their art world’s particular conceptual priorities blind it to its own priori-
tization of modernist narratives about individual accomplishments. This
has, they claim, made it beholden to “the recently manufactured revival
of painterly abstraction and stylist mutations of Minimalism,” two cate-
gories of art that, since the mid-1960s, have usually been discussed as dras-
tically different.*” However, Burn and Ramsden view them both as devel-
opments that extend in modernist fashion from earlier individual artists’
work, and they even lump art “characterized as ‘conceptual’” into this ac-
count as “coarsely ‘post-minimal’” because all of it reiterates the art world’s
commitment to a developmental logic that can, despite drastic differences
of form and approach, still be understood as modernist as long as it empha-
sizes a mounting progression of novel individual styles endeavoring to lay
claim to being the latest and most necessary point of departure for future
developments.*® Burn and Ramsden close the essay by suggesting that a
capacity to contest concepts such as modernism and individualism will not
come easily, as “for Western man, many of these foundations lie in the na-
ture of society itself.”*’ ’

Near the end of “Some Questions on the Characterization of Ques-
tions,” Burn and Ramsden announce a cautious proviso that “it is obvious
that much more needs to be said about all this.”*® Saying what needed to
be said, particularly as it concerned the relationship of art world concepts
to society, would preoccupy Art & Language’s New York section through
two iterations of a project titled Compamtz’ve Models that become increas-
ingly specific about the conceptual proclivities of the art world then cen-
tered in New York and provide the section of Art & Language working
there with a clearer sense of purpose and direction for its future work. The
works that resulted from this initiative are sometimes called 7he Annota-

tions because they utilize a format that is novel for the group, namely anno-
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Figure 1.6 Art & Language, Comparative Models, first version, 1971-1972.

tating texts authored by others, those others in this case being the contribu-
tors to Artforum magazine. This methodological move away from writing
essays for Art-Language and toward a new, annotating mode represents a
key shift for the New York section of Art & Language and one that be-
gins to distance it from its English counterparts, though at this point their
working relations were still stcrong. Rather than using language to general-
ize about art worlds as such, as Burn and Ramsden did in the essayistic text
of (INDEX ( MODEL (. ..))), or to talk generally about the particular art
world with its center in New York, as they did in Ar¢-Language essays like
“Some Questions on the Characterization of Questions,” Burn and Rams-
den are now engaging directly with the particularities of an art world’s lan-
guage by subjecting it to annotations that parse its minutiae 1n sometimes
excruciating detail to reveal just how ingrained certain ways of thinking
have become and what the consequences of that thinking are. A first ver-
sion of Comparative Models (figure 1.6 ), which Burn and Ramsden created
without input from Kosuth, came together by January 1972. It is an instal-
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lation designed to occupy the walls of a gallery, and it juxtaposes in a coarse
mixture the contents of the December 1971 issue of Artforum with type-
written texts coauthored by Burn and Ramsden. These texts comment on
passages selected from the magazine, and, in many copies or drafts of the
work, sheets of colored translucent plastic or fluorescently colored high-
lighter indicate which passages from Artforum are subjected to Art & Lan-
guage’s annotations.”

In 1972, Artforum was both the leading contemporary art magazine and,
for such a popular publication, possessed of uncommon intellectual rigor,
so criticism of its contents effectively doubles as criticism of the highest
level of discourse available in the art worlds through which the magazine
circulated at the time.”® By presenting an issue of Artforum stripped of its
binding and hung on the wall page after page in sequence from cover to
cover, as some presentations of the work do, Burn and Ramsden transform
the ordinary process of leafing through its pages one at a time into a con-
frontation with all of its contents simultaneously. This spatial reorganiza-
tion emphasizes the magazine as a whole and frames Artforum as an as-
semblage of visually dynamic and lush articles, advertisements, texts, and
images —a panorama of the art world as of December 1971. The art world
here envisioned then becomes the subject of Burn and Ramsden’s concep-
tual scrutiny, which they present in comparatively modest typewritten texts
that posit alternatives to ideas espoused or couched in Artforum.

In their introductory text, Burn and Ramsden announce their reasons

for creating Comparative Models:

The intention is to consider:

(1) ARTFORUM as a model of an established art-world,
and
(2) the present text as a model of a possible art-world.

The possible model is intent on revealing a change in paradigms. As
a consequence of this it will introduce the concept of a paradigm

shift and not necessarily characterize the form of a new paradigm.”

From the outset, Burn and Ramsden draw connections between art worlds
and what the philosopher of science Thomas S. Kuhn calls paradigms.”
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Their understanding of paradigms and also of paradigm shifts derives from
Kuhn's 1962 book The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, which presents
comprehensive theories of both concepts.”® Kuhn defines paradigms as
simultaneously two things: they are “the constellation of group commit-
ments” or shared traits (advanced degrees, professional societies, readership
of journals, and so on) that unite a scientific community across geographi-
cally scattered institutions, and they are also the “exemplars” or specific fun-
damental beliefs that such a community shares to orient it in a consistent
intellectual direction.”® Occasionally, research within a paradigm gener-
ates results that seem to contradict its basic assumptions, and, should these
results continue to prove anomalous, then what Kuhn calls “normal sci-
ence” — the process of “puzzle-solving” that improves “the scope and preci-
sion with which the paradigm can be applied” — can no longer be done in
good faith.”” In the wake of such anomalies, a discipline enters a revolution-
ary period, the purpose of which is to develop a new paradigm capable of
accounting both for what the old paradigm could explain well and for the
anomalous results that it could not. Once the scientific community settles
on a new paradigm through a complex process of achieving consensus, then
what Kuhn calls a paradigm shift has taken place and normal science re-
sumes again within the newly adopted paradigm.

Burn and Ramsden’s decision to account for art worlds along the lines
of Kuhn’s conception of paradigms makes sense given that all three share a
belief in knowledge’s interdependence on sociality. Consequently, they pic-
ture artists and critics as engaged, for the most part, in what might be called
normal art. Those adhering to the “ARTFORUM Model” are, therefore, “sat-
isfied with the ‘specialized’ elaboration of the existing model and are igno-
rant of any need to create alternate ‘possible’ models.””® Moreover, they
“agree to perpetuate the established model 4s iz is. Their criterion of ‘value’
is internalized: i.e., to ‘succeed’ within the known model — they thereby lose
sight of externalized realms of value.”>” Burn and Ramsden resist specializa-
tion and internalization because a model or paradigm comprising concepts
that orient activity to exemplify them in actual works of art has cultural and
societal consequences that deeply trouble them. In their words, “The net-
work of relations, constructs, work, objects, etc., which may be said to con-
stitute the ARTFORUM Model can be seen to be the consequence of the
passive acceptance of reification. This ‘spell’ enraptures most forms of pub-
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lic life in our society.”*® Not wanting to be entranced by the reifying charm
of capitalism, Burn and Ramsden seek an alternative to the "ARTFORUM
Model.” The immediate obstacle that they identity is that, unlike scien-
tific paradigms, art worlds are under no obligation to abandon their pre-
rogatives in the face of anomalies. Indeed, because they are nor scientific,
art worlds possesses a “capacity to ‘automatically’ characterize all related
activities as ‘high’ art or ‘low’ art,” which enables the dismissal of anoma-
lies and protects presuppositions from being questioned.”” The scientific
equivalent would be a concerted effort by the scientific community to dis-
miss any science that reached anomalous conclusions as pseudo-science. In
Burn and Ramsden’s reckoning, the art world persists in bad taith, ignoring

the anomalies — such as their own work as conceptual artists — that ought

to precipitate a paradigm shift in the way that art worlds talk about art.
Having reached this impasse, Burn and Ramsden leave Kuhn behind by
developing an alternative approach to the paradigm shift that would not
follow from the appearance of an anomaly but would precipitate the same
kind of historically transformative consequences that scientific revolutions
do. Against the “ARTFORUM Model,” they propose a “Possible Model,”
which “presupposes the questioning of presuppositions, i.c., it enquires
into theoretical frameworks per se.”*® Without entirely dismissing the pos-
sibility that this model might provide “a basis for sorting out the questions
involved in engendering a new paradigm,” Burn and Ramsden nevertheless
situate the very notion of paradigms — “theoretical frameworks per se” —on
the side of the “ARTFORUM Model” and envision their alternative model

less as a replacement paradigm than as a continuous interrogation of any
and all paradigms, Artforum’s included.” They characterize the difference
between the “ARTFORUM Model” and the “Possible Model” not as a con-
test between two paradigms but rather through reference to the distinc-
tion that linguists such as Noam Chomsky often make between perfor-
mance and competence.”” The most common example of this distinction,
invoked by both Burn and Ramsden as well as Chomsky himself, involves
a person who is learning a foreign language coming to master it not by re-
peating back sentences he has already heard but by learning the grammar

and vocabulary of the language to such an extent that he is capable of con-
structing and understanding sentences he has never before encountered.

Accordingly, to repeat back the expectations of the art world, for instance
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by making a work that fits within its preconceived notions of what art is
supposed to be, is to enact a performance, but to have competence in its
language is to understand its grammar and vocabulary well enough to defy
its expectations in ways that cannot be dismissed as anomalous or “low”
and may therefore open its presuppositions to questioning. By doing this,
art can partake of something like a paradigm shift but without the return
to normalcy that Kuhn would expect. Instead, the “Possible Model” is per-
manently revolutionary because it “replaces debate within the art-practice
by debate about the whole practice or enterprise and the ontological /axio-
logical /epistemic status of the practice of art.”®’

Importantly for Burn and Ramsden, this reorientation from perfor-
mance to competence opens onto the social consequences that art inevi-
tably has because it “seeks out value relations between the art-activity and
the socio-cultural background at large,” but what is missing from this first
version of Comparative Models is a more substantive account of the cur-
rent state of this “status” and “background” that would fulfill the work’s
promise and reconfigure art’s points of contact with the world by facili-
tating competence.”” Assisting with the task of better accounting for these
things in a second version of Comparative Models were two new recruits
to Art & Language: Michael Corris, an art student at Brooklyn College,
whose involvement began in late 1971, and Terry Smith, an Australian
graduate student and art critic residing in New York on a Harkness Fel-
lowship while studying art history at New York University and Columbia
University, who joined in mid-1972. With these new participants, Art &
Language set about annotating Ar#forum again, only now it was using the
September 1972 issue. Like the first version of Comparative Models, the
second consists of all the pages of the magazine along with typewritten
annotations authored by Art & Language (figures 1.7 and 1.8). The key dif-
ference between the two versions is that the issue of Artforum annotated
in the second version is the magazine’s tenth anniversary issue, which con-
tains a special section of essays written by several leading art critics of the
time, including Lawrence Alloway, David Antin, Max Kozloft, Rosalind
Krauss, and Francis V. O’Connor. These essays assess aspects of art practice
and criticism over the preceding decade and, as instances of the art world
considering itself, are especially useful for Art & Language’s effort to think
through the language being propagated around art. In terms that resemble
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Figure 1.7 Art & Language, Comparative Models, second version, 1972.

Danto’s definition of the art world as an “atmosphere,” a brief blurb atop
the issue’s table of contents introduces this special section as precisely what
Art & Language was looking to disentangle: “a synoptic overview of the art
ambience during the past decade.”®

Though visually and procedurally similar to its predecessor, the second
version of Comparative Models approaches Artforum difterently. Where the
first version concerned itself with articulating a distinction between what
Art & Language wanted and what the art world does by distinguishing a
“Possible Model” from the “ARTFORUM Model,” the second version fo-
cuses almost entirely on detailed analysis of art world language, and Art &
Language provides specific explanations of the limitations of that language
and what it finds so troubling about them. This analysis enacts, in its own
rhetorical strategies, which are sometimes scientific, sometimes philosophi-
cal, sometimes casual or amateurish, sometimes jargon loaded, sometimes

blunt, sometimes incisive, and always cacophonic, pluralistic, and antago-
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nizing, the alternative previously relegated to a “Possible Model” in the
first version of Comparative Models. In other words, the possible, in this
second version, is now being actualized, as Art & Language’s competence
in the languages it has been borrowing from other disciplines equips it with
a wider set of ways to talk meaningfully about art.

All of this happens across eight total annotations, seven of which com-
ment on four of the special anniversary issue essays (Antin’s is not anno-
tated ). The first annotation is the lone exception; it appears near Artforum’s
front matter and introduces Comparative Models in a manner similar to the

first version of the work:

What is the relation between T and T (where T" competes with T

as the result of criticism)?

T cannot be subsumed under T

T cannot be explained on the basis of T"

T cannot be reduced to T"

T" being critical of T is also inconsistent with T

The intentions of Artforum may, provisionally at least, be taken as T
and [these Annotations as| T'.°°

Like the first version, the second presents itself as a critical comparison of
incompatible approaches to art. However, the relationship between T, the
alternative that Art & Language juxtaposes to Artforum’s T, and T itself is
presented as more ambiguous than a strict opposition: “T and T" are not
isomorphic. The ‘concern’ however is not whether they are comparable but
in the structure of incommensurability and the maintenance of incommen-
surable alternatives.”®’

Art & Language’s new interest in incommensurability, which also helps
to distinguish the second version of Comparative Models from the first,
stems from its having read and discussed the work of Paul Feyerabend,
whose book Against Method belongs to a line of inquiry in the philoso-
phy of science that both elaborates and revises Kuhn’s work on the histori-

cal development of science.®® In this book, Feyerabend attacks rigid adher-
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ence to scientific method as incompatible with the growth of knowledge,
which, he argues, proceeds through the unpredictability that arises when
juggling different kinds of thought. Accordingly, he advocates in favor of
epistemological anarchy, an idea that held great appeal for Art & Language
as it deepened its interdisciplinary interests in pursuit of ways to think and
to work that would be unconfined by paradigms, art worlds, or even disci-

plines such as art. In a particularly concentrated summary of his thinking,
Feyerabend writes,

A scientist who is interested in maximal empirical content, and
who wants to understand as many aspects of his theory as possible,
will adopt a pluralistic methodology, he will compare theories with
other theories rather than with “experience,” “data,” or “facts” and
he will try to improve rather than discard the views that appear to
lose in the competition. For the alternatives, which he needs to keep
the contest going, may be taken from the past as well. As a matter
of fact, they may be taken from wherever he is able to find them —
from ancient myths and modern prejudices; from the lucubrations
of experts and from the fantasies of cranks. The whole history of

a subject is utilized in the attempt to improve its most recent and
most “advanced” stage.”’

Art & Language absorbed these ideas from Feyerabend and incorporated
them into its own work. For instance, in the essay “Frameworks and Phan-
toms,” written as the group created the second version of Comparative
Models, Corris and Ramsden critique modernism in Feyerabendian terms
for its assumption that art functions like a “chronological step-ladder start-
ing from Tiepolo” and suggest instead that “Tiepolo-like art may still be
possible” if this modernist teleology is abandoned.”

[f Burn and Ramsden conceived the first version of Comparative Models
by appropriating Kuhn’s conception of paradigms and paradigm shifts and
revising them to help account for the workings of art worlds, then there is
no question that reading Feyerabend significantly affected theiraims, as the
second version no longer relies so overwhelmingly on Kuhn's terminology.
Instead, Art & Language foregrounds ideas resembling Feyerabend’s:

“There is a need to proliferate viewpoints,” it writes, “#f ozly to combat the
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tyranny of unexamined systems, our own inhibitions, psychological dogma,
and institutional rigidity.”” Moreover, “we wouldn't like to replace one set
of monolithic paradigms with another set of the same kind. We ought to
try and address the monolithic system &y competition.””* In the first version
of Comparative Models, the art world appears unsatisfactory because the
“ARTFORUM Model” is, as a paradigm, too restrictive and results in com-
modity artworks that tacitly sanction their conceptual foundations; in the
second, paradigms are not as suspect as single-minded adherence to them
comes to be. A proliferating multiplicity of incommensurable paradigms
sustained in their irresolution now appears to be the ideal situation for Art
& Language because it keeps more options in play for theoretical develop-
ment and practical activity, and these are what Art & Language endeavor
to foster by annotating Artforum again.
In the second version of Comparative Models, Art & Language proposes
that Artforum is bound by “two or three central paradigms” that, what-
ever their benefits, conceal the art world’s constitutive sociality.”” Echo-
ing earlier complaints about modernism and individualism first raised in
Art-Language essays, the collective also identifies empiricist biases in Arz-
forum that, when brought together with these other concepts, result in an
art world that requires artists to produce commodities presented in the
guise of experientially self-sufhcient, stylistically distinctive, and histori-
cally novel artworks. In practice, making a case that this is so means writing
annotations that quickly model an art critic’s position, provide an alterna-
tive model, and then, by comparing these two models, reveal the social in-
sufficiencies of the original position. For example, Art & Language quotes
from Alloway’s essay: ““The first exhibition of a newly made work of art is in
the studio’ is followed by this work ‘acquiring a record, not simply in terms
of places shown and changing hands, but an aura of aesthetic interpreta-
tion as well. It belongs to the context of the art-world.”” Art & Language
then juxtaposes Alloway’s claim, which it refers to interchangeably as “the
individualist paradigm of the individual artist” and “Seventeenth Century
Individualism,” to what it calls both “the social paradigm of the individual
artist” and “Historical Materialism.””” By comparing these two approaches,
even in this rough, schematic way, Art & Language shows that Alloway’s
representation of an individual artist creating art in a studio unfettered by
external social factors is structurally limited by its inability to account for
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the ways that these very social factors shape the studio in which production
occurs —even if “Historical Materialism,” invoked solely for the purpose of
making this criticism, is also potentially, even necessarily, just as flawed as
an explanation of how art comes to be.

To make the next move and show how, in addition to being theoreti-
cally limited in their power to account for art, individualist approaches to
it can also obfuscate the sociality of art and artist, Art & Language turns to

2 3 . . B i
O’Connor’s essay. It dismisses one passage in particular as

a caricature of the individual artist as possessor of his or her own
person and capacities, owing nothing to society forthem. All

the features are present: the hostile environment (i.e. fighting

the “successes of the ‘art-world; the materialistic society” and so
on) is efficacious in allowing for both (a) economic and popular
success and (b) a rationale for those individuals who justify the
fact that they haven’t “made it” by laying claim to moral integrity.
Under a claim of moral superiority the “purity” of the individual
posture is maintained. However, rather than generating a group of
morally superior individuals, it generates an individual increasingly
ignorant of the dynamics of the very community within which he is
enmeshed.”

Not only does individualism fail to account for social factors, it also per-
petuates those factors as they are by tueling the art world economically
and making those individuals who lack a share of its wealth feel morally
superior rather than exploited. In other annotations, modernism and em-
piricism are taken to task in a similarly harsh manner.

The rather hostile language in which Art & Language delivers these
pronouncements is a consciously pitched rhetorical strategy. It contrasts
with the calmer tone of authority that pervades Artforum, which relies on
formality and conformity to rigid discursive and linguistic expectations
in order to create a sense of legitimacy for itself. This may explain why,
of the critics who contributed to the special section of Artforum’s tenth-
anniversary issue, only Antin, a poet with a distinctively unconventional
manner of writing, is not subjected to one of Art & Language’s annota-
tions. Indeed, unconventional language, specifically ways of talking about
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art that are less dogmatic than those on offer in the art world for which

Artforum speaks, is what Art & Language uses to open up thought about
art in Comparative Models and thereby stake a claim for the value of its ap-

proach to doing conceptual art. While it seems to adhere to the opposite of
Artforum’s positions — collectivism not individualism, theory not experi-
ence, and historical pluralism not modernist teleology — its actual position

is carefully and perpetually deferred by its subtle use of language. Close
scrutiny of Art & Language’s annotations reveals how it distances itself
from all of the paradigms it juxtaposes in the second version of Compara-
tive Models, even those that seem to resemble what it, as a group, is doing
at any particular moment. Reading the text of the annotations with care,
very few statements of position are attributable to Art & Language’s collec-
tive authorial voice. The writing contains many rhetorical moves that sepa-
rate author from text and deliberately violate the rules ot good prose writ-

b 4 4 > - I < 1

ing: frequent gender-neutral third-person pronouns (“it,” “one,” “some,”
“them”), heavy doses of the passive voice, the occasional shifter to intro-

» &«

duce ambiguity, and words, such as “provisionally,” “perhaps,” “may,” and
“might,” that weaken claims by separating them from the beliefs of a locat-
able speaker. Rather than commit to a position, Art & Language prefers to
manipulate and juxtapose positions —to compare models rather than ad-

here to paradigms. At one point, it makes refusal to commit explicit: “It is

to be emphasized that one model doesn’t rule out the other. There may also
be half-way theories; also, there is no logical necessity at stake in choosing
one model over the other.”””

Henceforth, abstention from paradigm choice becomes a logic —or
illogic — for thinking about art, and the question of what sort of practice
would best suit this theoretical position orients the next works that Arc &
Language’s New York section would produce. Its theoretical commitment
to a lack of theoretical commitment provided much that would guide it
toward an answer to this question by supplying an approach to conceptual
art that would be abetted by operating in between things, whether in the
interstices separating different disciplines or across national borders. Pur-
suing both of these approaches could, if done in the right ways, provide a
wider social base for Art & Language’s work that would help to develop
further its working methods. By continuing to practice in precisely this

manner, Art & Language’s New York section embarks on further investiga-
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tions of art worlds as well as investigations of how its own collectivity does
and does not relate to them. When it thinks, whether as a group or with
others, social potentiality is recovered from art in the very act ot coming
together, and the beginnings of a politics appropriate to an anarchistic and
perpetually revolutionary art start to emerge. However, this politics had
not— not yet, at least — found all of the international collaborators with
which to articulate fully the worldliness that, over time, came to charac-
terize it. Quickly, it would become clear that the English section of Art &
Language, which had found so much common cause with a few conceptual
artists in New York that it brought them into its fold, would not exactly
share the interests that those artists were coming to pdssess.
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Midway through 1972, Joseph Kosuth returned to New York from Kassel,
Germany, where he assisted with the installation of work by Art & Lan-
guage at Documenta s, the exhibition that, perhaps more than any other
event, announced conceptual art’s definitive arrival as the art of the times.
What could have been cause for celebration was, for Art & Language,
anything but. The collective was in crisis— or, rather, its normative state
of crisis was itself in crisis. The work that Kosuth had helped to install,
A Survey by the Art & Language Institute (now more commonly known
as Index 01 or the Documenta Index), had aimed to sort out Art & Lan-
guage’s work to date, to present that work to the important art world audi-
ences that attend Documenta, and, in so doing, to provide the collective,
still at this point operating successtully through transatlantic collaboration,
with a strong and mutually shared direction forward for its work.! Unfor-
tunately, Index o1 accomplished precisely none of this. Following its exhi-

bition, Art & Language’s future, even its very existence, still remained up in
the air; the audiences it had hoped would engage with its work refused the
exhaustive and rigorous terms demanded of them; and the collective had
little clear sense of what it had, to this point, accomplished.

An installation that consists of eight filing cabinets and forty-eight
photostats, [ndex o1 incorporates and rearranges the discussions ongoing
since the mid-1960s in and around Ar¢t-Language (figure 2.1). The filing
cabinets contain texts written or published by Art & Language — many,
though not all, in the pages of its journal —while the photostats present
charts that trace relations of compatibility, incompatibility, and non-
relation between the texts to provide those consulting the index with a
means to identify a consistent intellectual platform within the cabinets



Figure 2.1 Art & Language, Index 01, 1972.

(figure 2.2). The latter component, the photostats, show how the texts are
“concatenated” — a favorite term of Art & Language’s taken from computer
science — to provide both the collective and its audiences with an ordered
approach to reading and reflecting on its various and varied writings. (In
Kassel, the collective also circulated a simplified version of the concatena-
tions on a poster published by Paul Maenz, who had begun exhibiting and
selling its work at his gallery in Cologne [figure 2.3]). As Charles Harrison
and Fred Orton describe it, the group gathered together its published and
unpublished written work, which was then “subdivided into discrete and
coherent sections, totaling around 350 separate items. . . . Each numbered
section was then read in relation to each of the others. The relation between
each of the resulting pairs —some 122,500 in number—was expressed on

a matrix in terms of one of three possible categories: (logical or ideologi-

cal) compatibility (+), or incompatibility (), and transformation of logi-
cal space (T) which rendered decision of compatibility or incompatibility
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Figure 2.3 Art & Language, Alternate Map for Documenta
(Based on Citation A), 1972.

arbitrary or irrelevant.”* The result of this rather tedious process was not
exactly a critical smash. Reviewing Documenta s in the pages of Artforum,
Carter Ratclift dismisses Index 01 as “an unusable demonstration of ‘good

» 3

office design.

The name under which Art & Language presented the Documenta
Index, “"Art & Language Institute,” was not used again, but its significance
for Art & Language is key. In 1971, Mel Ramsden, having returned briefly
to his native England from New York, as he regularly did, participated in
a series of Art & Language meetings at which it was decided that, in the
future, all work by participants in the collective would appear under the
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collective’s name rather than the individual names of its producers, as for
instance, essays published in Ar¢-Language had previously appeared. In a
sense, this shift necessitated yoking past work together to better under-
stand what Art & Language as a collective rather than Art & Language

as an affiliation between individuals had done, hence Index o1. For Docu-
menta and all future exhibitions, it was decided that only the Art & Lan-
guage name would be used, and the Art & Language Institute was the first
form of this name under which a stricter approach to collective authorship
was henceforward to be enforced. The individual names of all the collec-
tive’s participants were, however, also indicated in the entryway to the gal-
lery in which Index 01 was shown as well as in the exhibition catalog, even
though not all of them necessarily made substantive contributions to the
piece. Those names were Terry Atkinson, David Bainbridge, Michael Bald-
win, Ian Burn, Charles Harrison, Harold Hurrell, Joseph Kosuth, Philip
Pilkington, Mel Ramsden, and David Rushton. Oddly, given this new and
apparently steadfast commitment to collectivity, the initial invitation to
exhibit at Documenta was extended not to Art & Language as a group but
to Kosuth as an individual. While he continued to make and exhibit work
under his own name, in this case he instead maneuvered to provide his col-
laborators with an important occasion to show what they had done.

In most accounts of Art & Language’s history, Index o1 igures as a sum-
mary of the collective’s work to date and even a summary of conceptual
art as such —it is “the work which put a period to the moment of Con-
ceptual Art in the minds of those engaged in its production,” in Harrison’s
memorable phrasing— but this is not exactly a sufhficient accounting.* In-
deed, Index or’s tailure to identify eithera foundation for Art & Language’s
future work or to connect with an audience capable of helping the collec-
tive to build a future for itself makes it as much a point of departure as a
summary, as its inability to complete the tasks set for it left those tasks to
be resolved in other ways. In a somewhat literal turn, indexing itself would
be the means by which Art & Language moved forward after Index 01, and
essay writing for Ar¢-Language temporarily took a backseat to a number of
other indexing projects that, like the Documenta Index, sought to provide
Art & Language with greater clarity of project and to provide that project
with a sympathetic audience outside of its own growing ranks.

Indeed, a major impetus for doubling down both on indexing itself and
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on performing the tasks that indexing was to have performed for the group
was the gradual expansion of its size, which now included a number of
people beyond the initial four English and subsequent three New York-
based participants. This growth, among other exigencies on both sides of
the Atlantic, also necessitated a collectively worked-out program to orient
the work of more than a dozen people who were not always able to gather
together and meet in the ways that they once had when the collective was
smaller. Additionally, much had happened for Art & Language in Eng-
land since enlisting its American cohort that made the Documenta Index’s
project feel urgent. In 1971, Lanchester Polytechnic (formerly Coventry
College of Art) canceled the art theory course that Atkinson, Bainbridge,
and Baldwin developed and dismissed the latter two from the faculty. De-
spite this shakeup in the group’s material well-being, three students from
the art theory course, Graham Howard, Pilkington, and Rushton, began
participating in Art & Language as regular contributors. Also joining the
group on a permanent basis was Harrison, who as a critic, curator, and edi-
tor of the magazine Studio International, had for some time been an avid
champion of conceptual art in general and Art & Language in particular.
He assumed a role as general editor ot Arz-Language in 1971, and joined
Art & Language as its in-house art historian. (Kosuth’s “American Editor”
title ceased to appear on the masthead around this time.) These changes in
personnel occurred amid a power struggle within the English group, with
Baldwin asserting himself as its leader by taking the initiative in developing
Index o1, and this alienated Atkinson, who would soon depart to pursue a
solo career — the first exit from Art & Language. Meanwhile, Bainbridge
and Hurrell also became less evidently involved and slowly contributed less
and less to the group as others, especially Pilkington, became more central
to its practice for several years.

In New York, Art & Language was also undergoing personnel changes,
and by 1973, the group there began to take on a properly communal size
and shape to match the group in England and model a more robust alter-
native to the art world in which it found itself. Eight people in New York
participated in the collective’s projects that year: Ian Burn, Michael Corris,
Preston Heller, Joseph Kosuth, Michael Krugman, Andrew Menard, Mel
Ramsden, and Terry Smith. Krugman’s involvement would prove brief.

Heller and Menard, however, were heavily involved immediately upon
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joining and continued to participate until the dissolution of the group in
New York. Both were students at the Pratt Institute in Brooklyn, and they
came to Art & Language’s attention after defending its work in the pages of
Artforum. Titled “Kozloff: Criticism in Absentia,” their article condemns
Max Kozloft’s dismissal of conceptual art in his essay “The Trouble with
Art as Idea” by accusing him of deploying a naive understanding of empiri-
cism — the same criticism Art & Language leveled against him in the sec-
ond version of its work Comparative Models.

Though Baldwin provided the impetus for the shift toward indexing in
Art & Language’s practice and continued to lead indexing efforts in Eng-
land, Ramsden returned to New York from the 1971 meetings at which
Index o1 was planned, intent on pursuing indexing work there too. From
this point forward, he, rather than Kosuth, became the main New York-
based interlocutor between Art & Language’s English and New York sec-
tions. Despite this mutual interest in indexing, two divergent approaches to
organizing the group’s activities emerged and, eventually, clashed. In Eng-
land, the formal and logical aspects of concatenating material took pre-
cedence and became increasingly elaborate, as in the printouts from the
partially computer-generated Index 04 (figure 2.4), but in New York, an
entirely distinct method developed: relatively simplistic and intuitive in-
dexing techniques held sway, and priority was given to addressing the nec-
essarily social process of generating new content to subject to concatena-
tion. The English direction, which Baldwin led over the next several years,
resulted in a sequence of numbered indexing projects that bring concep-
tual art into closer proximity to logic, information theory, and computer
science. The work grows removed from art worlds both conceptually and
socially, as it turns increasingly inward toward its own formidable and for-
bidding formal intricacy. In New York, however, a sense of Art & Lan-
guage’s inextricability from art worlds moves the group there to continue
its inquiry into art’s worldliness. Absent from the filing cabinets of Index 01
are the textual components of such projects as (INDEX ( MODEL (. ..)))
and Comparative Models that dealt with art worlds. To pursue further the
lines of thinking those works inaugurated, the group in New York began
to undertake indexing projects outside of Baldwin’s numbered sequence.
These transformed Art & Language’s New York section into what Cor-
ris, drawing on the sociologist Diana Crane’s research into the methods
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its internationality.
The approach adopted in New York also developed further Art & Lan-
guage’s interdisciplinary interests, especially in the philosophy of science,
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Figure 2.4 Art & Language, Index 04,1973.

and mechanisms by which scientists share results, calls an “invisible col-
lege.”® For a time, the group functioned as “a community organization
based heavily on (a) the activity of collaboration and (b) the existence of
an infrastructural network termed the ‘information exchange group,” but
by the time the indexing project came to an end the following year, it had
become a looser sociality that blurred distinctions between its inside and
outside and between its collectivity and the art worlds relative to which
it was situated.” The internal contradictions of the indexing project itself
would effect this further transformation and open the group in New York
to the world in new ways that came to include drastic reconfigurations of
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and continued its previous efforts to model its practice on the ways that
scientists conduct research while remaining cognizant of the differences
between artistic and scientific work. The writings of Imre Lakatos proved
particularly influential on the indexing projects that Art & Language
undertook in New York, and already in a mockup of the second version of
Comparative Models, the last work Art & Language made there prior to its
turn to indexing, reference is made to an "Art & Language ° programmc
invoking Lakatos’s concept of the scientific research program.® By his defi-
nition, a research program “consists of methodological rules: some tell us
what paths of research to avoid (negative heuristics), and others what paths
to pursue ( positive heuristics).”” Negative heuristics protect the “hard core”
of a research program, which is composed of methodological rules that
are not to be challenged through experimentation.”” These rules are axi-
omatic and their correctness is assumed even though they are, of course,
potentially misguided and misguiding. They simply are not challenged in
the interest of devoting research to better understanding what their appli-
cation can do. Accompanying them, then, is a positive heuristic, a “protec-
tive belt of auxiliary hypotheses which has to bear the brunt of tests and get
adjusted and re-adjusted, or even completely replaced, to defend the thus-
hardened core.”" Testing the positive heuristic through experimentation
suggests avenues for continued research, and it is through challenges to the
positive heuristic that scientific discovery occurs and knowledge grows. The
success of a research program is judged, according to Lakatos, not by the ir-
refutability or consistency of its negative and positive heuristics but rather
by whether or not it occasions a “progressive problemshift” more regularly
than it does a “degenerating problemshift.”**

Though Art & Language’s New York section never exphculy formulated
a research program along the precise lines that Lakatos describes, it never-
theless picked up several features of his theory and incorporated them into
its working process during the course of the indexing project. In particu-
lar, the trial-and-error methodology and corresponding comfort with error
that Lakatos identifies as essential to scientific discovery found artistic ap-
plications in Art & Language’s work, which began to take on a more in-
tensely research-like character. With its expanded numbers, the New York
section of Art & Language set off in this direction with a new project that
provided raw material for an index that would, in the course of time, come
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to be called Blurting in a&rL. Each week for several months, the partici-
pants in this project met, usually at Kosuth’s studio, to circulate among
themselves short texts they had written. The texts concerned a wide range
of topics, though Art & Language’s own working direction and its relation-
ship to the art world were never far from consideration, and these topics
generally oriented the writing. Each text commented on one or more of the
preceding texts to form an elaborate web of interconnected annotations in
which Art & Language’s standing interest in annotation as a literary tech-
nique was turned inward on its own discourse, which became the positive
heuristic that it subjected to testing. Rather than becoming noisy feedback,
the group’s annotating brought those doing it into discussions with one an-
other so that their individual assumptions and ideological baggage came to
the surface for examination, transformation, exchange, or rejection in favor
of other beliefs and ideas that could then be subjected to similar challenges,
an outcome akin to Lakatos’s conception of progressive problemshifts. This
collectively directed pedagogical endeavor began to identity a mode of so-
ciality in conceptual art’s capacity to stimulate learning. In other words,
Art & Language’s New York section began to organize — or disorganize —
itself in a manner that differed from the hermetic retreat of its English sec-
tion and from the art world around it.

Sometimes referred to as “the annotations,” though it was never given
a formal name or title and is not to be confused with the somewhat more
formalized title 7he Annotations that is sometimes given to Comparative
Models, this project came to a rather abrupt halt after about six months of
steady work. The result was a typescript of several hundred pages, of which
there is no definitive or authoritative version, as each participant kept a per-
sonal copy that might be incomplete and also might include his own mar-
ginal reading notes, which would not necessarily be shared with the rest
of the group (figure 2.5). Each of the roughly 120 individual annotations
(most participants contributed between fifteen and twenty-five) is a page or
two in length and bears an identifier consisting of the initials of its author
followed by a unique number as well as an indication of the other annota-
tions to which it is itself an annotation. For example, the manuscript page
headed “MR 10 see PH 1” may be read as “Mel Ramsden’s tenth annotation,
referring to Preston Heller’s first annotation.” In this way, the annotations
form interlinked and overlapping chains and clusters of varying length and
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MR IO
ses PH I

'"Uncoverine the deeper foundations': 'refutation of past theories’
and other similar statements pulling epistemio rank has got a lot of
policemens of the art-world connotations about Shem. There need be
no 'refutation' of vast 'theoriesg', rather we anleht gimply aak for
thege thedriles —or betfer, ideolo~leg~ to be regarded as problematical.
The formalized 'laneuage of art' with its conastituent 'awmtigts',
'display places', Ideolopieg' eto. need not be refuted, only seen as
nroblematical. The vantuz_g '1}:_;1;11 from which these may he viewed as
provlematical nouiﬁ be -ﬁhat of our particular ‘life-world', The
"trivialities' of New York ciroa the 1570's; Artdlanguage New York and
England, recent comtemporary art, lLeo Castelli, The Rowery, a community
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Figure 2.5 Art & Language, manuscript page with an annotation

by Mel Ramsden and handwritten notes by Terry Smith, 1973

density. Together, they become an ad hoc index in process and a sui generis
web connecting ideas, proposals, and counterproposals that criticize and
develop one another as they accumulate.

In a document circulated internally within the group in the aftermath
of the annotation project, Ramsden invokes two terms that had emerged
from Art & Language’s work — “pandemonium” and “going-on” — to char-
acterize the significance of this project as a means to move beyond limita-
tions in its earlier practice of writing essays for 4rz-Language as well as the
approach to indexing being taken at that time in England. “In the Anno-

N b . (44 . . . . £
tations,” he writes, “the pandemonium, replacing the earlier analytic ‘in-
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sights, was most important because it was constituted through conduct.
[t wasn’t existentially alien to the NYAL situation, which is what I felt by
this time the essay writing had become. We replaced refinement, improve-
ment, the warding off [of | anomalies, with praxis, the strong possibility of

confusion, contradiction, living with the difficulties, it became a ‘classroom
situation’ — we directed our activities toward a community of enquirers in
which all share and all participate. We constitute going-on through praxis
(the Annotations).” " Pandemonium (the word itself originates as the name
of hell’s capital in John Milton’s Paradise Lost, which gives an indication of
how fiery Art & Language’s proceedings were) was dually purposed here.
It not only gave the section of Art & Language in New York a distinct and
intensely combative way to work together that would be suited to its own
concerns but also provided a strategy for engaging and challenging the art
world around it. As Ramsden wrote, “Pandemonium in the way we inter-
nally abrasively interact, and pandemonium in the relation between us and
the culture.” If the discourse in Ar¢-Language and the English indexing
projects had become too strident for him, then pandemonium was a cha-
otic state — or total lack of state —in which to go on working and connect
the resulting work with others who could amplity the din in which it was
being produced.

The content of the annotations is as complicated and interwoven as the
concept of pandemonium implies, particularly when combined with an un-
relenting desire to go on bringing about more and more of it. Among the
topics discussed are Art & Language’s new conception of itself as research-
ers developing a learning situation through the use of heuristics; how it is
to proceed with this work; how that work squares with the current status
of art and the art world, including the linguistic gulf that Art & Language
perceives between itself and other artists, especially painters; as well as the
implications of Art & Language’s borrowings from extra-artistic disci-
plines. An important set of annotations treats these avid interdisciplinary
tendencies, which continuously transcend previous boundaries in search
of new concepts and conceptual frameworks to put to use. At one point
Ramsden hypothesizes that, as a result of these borrowings, works such as
the annotations are “only ad hoc stratagems, heuristic devices™ that “do not
stand-in-line with the developing historical stylistic of 20th century West-
ern Art” because their value is less as “products” or “pieces of paper” than
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as aids in a process of “proceeding” with such activities as “reading, convers-
ing, talking etc [sic]” that are not necessarily artistic.” Of all the statements
in the annotations, these are some of the most provocative because of what
they suggest about identities Art & Language could assume by pursuing in-
quiry unbounded by concepts such as art, philosophy, and so on.

Taking Heller’s first annotation as a point of departure, it is possible to
trace by way of example how the participants in Art & Language develop.
one another’s ideas in their search for knowledge and arrive at the ad hoc,
conclusions that they reach together. Heller begins by outlining a program
for Art & Language’s new undertaking that subsequent annotators take up
and transform: “We seem to be faced with the task of starting /continuing
the refutation of other theories though not so much through direct attack
as through non-interest. Our own theories, however, are and will be sub-
ject to constant dissection and should be understood never to be secure —
there seems to be no end in that theories may always be refuted.”’® In his
second annotation, Menard responds to Heller’s first annotation (as well
as to the first annotations of Burn and Ramsden and to his own first anno-
tation). He concurs with Heller that Art & Language’s activity, at least for
the time being, “will be self-referential” but suggests that it might be ori-
ented by “our desire to create an optimal speaker-hearer (audience) con-
text.”"” Within this kind of space, he proposes, the aim of Art & Language’s
work should be to facilitate “recognition of each individual’s, as well as the
group’s, presuppositions.”'® Rather than continuously undermining points
of view, as Heller advocates doing, Menard proposes continuously seek-
ing to understand them better so as to facilitate discussion between people
with different commitments. .

Smith responds to both of these annotations (as well as to others) in his
fourth annotation by proposing something less insular than Heller and less
goal oriented than Menard. He suggests that the group “altogether forget
that we are acting in an art context” or at the very least “reject any obli-
gations to connect what we are doing to whatever notions we have about
where art is at.””” Only by letting “our artworld connections lapse” will it
be possible to “avoid adopting either ‘within art’ or ‘anti-art’ postures.”?®
He concludes, through reference to the concept of an “eventual context of
use” that Burn advances in his own first annotation, with the hope that “our
work will ‘eventually’ suggest its own ‘context of use.”?' In Heller’s twelfth
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annotation, which comments on Smith’s fourth, he takes issue with Smith’s
ideas, asking “why leave the club, why not change it?”** He continues, “I
do not think the entailment will foster either a “within art or anti-art’ pos-
ture but maybe an art-critical posture. How are we really different from any
other persons attempting to be ‘artists. At any rate I fail to see how our/
any work can suggest its own ‘context of use.’ It seems as though someone
will have to make that suggestion.”** Over the course of these annotations,
Art & Language recognizes an increasing degree of complexity about its
relationships to itself and to the art world that will have entailments for
future work. On the one hand, it learns more about how limited and limit-
ing both the art world and its own sociality can be for thought. On the
other hand, it learns that it may not have any alternatives to these contexts

and will in all likelihood have to work within their limits.

As the annotating process proceeds, Art & Language’s awareness of
these inextricabilities deepens. It is particularly evident in Ramsden’s con-
tributions. His tenth annotation also departs from Heller’s first, and in it
he contends that Heller’s ideas about refuting past theories have “a lot of
policemen of the art-world connotations about them.”** Instead, he pro-
poses, “we might simply ask for these theories — or better, ideologies —to
be regarded as problematical.”* He goes on to explain that “the formalized
‘language of art’ with its constituent ‘artists, ‘display places, ‘ideologies’ ctc.
need not be refuted, only seen as problematical,” and, moreover, that “the
vantage point from which these may be viewed as problematical could be
that of our particular ‘life-world,” which he qualifies as “the ‘trivialities’ of
New York circa the 1970s, Art & Language New York and England, recent
contemporary art, Leo Castelli, The Bowery, a community of interested
persons/a community of uninterested ones, them/us etc. etc.”*® “Problem-
atical” is a new term in Art & Language’s discourse. Ramsden borrows it
from the work of Louis Althusser, who defines a “problematic” as “the con-
stitutive unity of the effective thoughts that make up the domain of the
existing ideological field with which a particular author must settle accounts
in his own thought.”*” Having introduced this term into Art & Language’s
discourse, Ramsden links Art & Language’s activity to it and, thereby, to a
broader world of possibilities: “Speaking of problematic Art & Language is
probably to refer more to [the] practico-social than the theoretical. That is,
you speak of the ideological or the ‘lived’ relationship between ‘our work’
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and ‘the world.” This means you don’t consider your ‘work’ outside of the
problematic, or outside a relation with the world.”**

The cessation of annotating shortly after the coinage of “problematic
Art & Language” was, for Ramsden, a “way of preventing that split be-
tween ‘talking in the pub, ‘reading, and ‘work.”*” It also corresponded to
a search for practical ways to connect Art & Language’s intellectual work
to an audience larger than the immediate participants in the group. Anno-
tations circulated within a small community could not accomplish this.

and so another format would have to be found. The annotations had func-

tioned for their writers as components of a learning environment in which
they could collectively work out a purpose for their continuing to work
together. Annotating genuinely helped them to identity pandemonium as
both method and goal and to explore its workings, but the annotations
were, when compared to the active environment in which they were cre-
ated, rather lifeless documents of disorder that did little to re-create the
intellectually riotous conditions in which they were produced. Shortly
after the process of annotating stopped, then, a new project was quickly
launched to reconfigure the text of the annotations into a livelier work that
presents readers with situations not dissimilar to those Art & Language en-
countered during the process of annotating, thereby creating, even for an
audience of one, a decidedly social situation in which discourse might ap-
pear problematic and pandemonium might go on. Titled Blurting in a¢rr
(though also referred to as the Handbook), the resulting work is an artist’s

book that contains an introductory essay by Ramsden and Corris as well
as 408 “blurts” —short statements presented without much immediate
contextualization — extracted from the annotations and reorganized into
a new whole.* |

Copublished in 1973 by Art & Language Press and the Nova Scotia
College of Art, Blurting in A& L is a soft-cover, staple—boﬁnd pamphlet
of ninety-two pages that measures nine by six inches. On its front cover,
printed diagonally from lower left to upper right, is a block of text that
serves as a preface to the contents inside (figure 2.6). This text describes
the book as “an index of blurts and their concatenations (the Handbook),”
which, moreover, “constitutes a problematic; that is, you can’t (at least not
without deliberation) ignore possible pathways without losing embed-
dedness (ideolects); deliberation (here, the issue of going-on becomes a
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Figure 2.6 Art & Language, Blurting in A&'L, 1973, front cover.

self-conscious construction for the reader) admits broader reflection of a
context of our/your/other activities: namely, the structure of our/your lan-
guage/culture and (the prospect of ) revisability of our/your language/cul-
cure.” 3 The use of a forward slash to simultaneously separate and join the
words “our” and “your” as “our/your’ implicates the reader of Blurting in
A¢L as a participant in Art & Language’s work, and this helps to assuage
concerns that its discourse remains closed to nonparticipants. Situating the
work’s impact within the broader “language/ culture” —also conjoined and
disjoined by a forward slash to implicate each in the other —that Art &
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Language shares with its audience further ensures this. That the work was
published as a mass-produced and inexpensive artist’s book —a first for
the New York section of the collective —also indicates its desire to reach a
larger audience, which copublishing with the Nova Scotia College of Arrt,
at the time an important press for artists’ books, enabled.”” Indeed, Blurting
in A& L had wider distribution than any work Art & Language’s New York
section had previously done independently of its English collaborators. |

The editorial process by which the annotations became Blurting in aerr
was largely the work of Ramsden and Corris, although the process was dis-
cussed openly with the group during an April 13, 1973, meeting at which
seven of the eight participants in the annotations were present. The tran-
script of this meeting, like most transcripts of Art & Language’s discus-
sions, does not indicate who is speaking so as to downplay the importance
of individual contributions in favor of a collective and collaborative pro-
cess, though it is safe to infer that the propositions about how to proceed
with the editorial process are Ramsden’s, given Corris’s indicated absence
from the meeting and the leading role that Ramsden took both in author-
ing Blurting in 4¢L’s introduction and in editing the work. He proposes,
“We were thinking that perhaps what we would do would be not to make
an index and include the annotations but instead we would compile a kind
of glossary.”33 Ramsden further suggests that “we go through the annota-
tions/transcript and we pick out key words and phrases” that would then
serve as the basis for organizing an alphabetical list of the appearance of
these terms in the text of the annotations.” The final result would be “a
kind of combination glossary/dictionary/vocabulary list.”*>

Ultimately, when Ramsden and Corris edited Blurting in a¢ L, they in-
corporated aspects of this proposal but the work, as indicated on its front
cover, remained an index of a sort, although a very different sort from what
Art & Language was doing contemporaneously in England. To pull the
contents together, they devised 108 “subject-headings or categories” drawn
from the text of the annotations into which they sorted each of the 408
blurts they excerpted from it, and the keywords they chose read like a list
of the concepts that preoccupied Art & Language during the previous six

months.* They also created two “arrays” for each blurt: an “—” array that
links each blurt to other blurts that follow more or less logically from i,
and an “&” array that links each blurt to other blurts that are more loosely
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connected or part of a broader context for continuing with the reading
process in a new direction. As Ramsden and Corris explain, “After our 400
odd blurts there are two possible relations to, potentially, every other single
blurt. . . . The first relation is a . There is also a ‘&." . . . If you go from
one blurt and you read into the “—’ array then you are proceeding with a
strong context. [f you go into the ‘&’ array then you are going into a weaker
context.” >’ Reading, then, would be a process of building up contexts and
coming to see them from outside themselves just as Art & Language had
done in working together on the annotations.

While these categories and arrays impose a structure on the blurts and on
how a reader is meant to read them, Ramsden and Corris stress, « We could
just as well call the 108 subject-headings ‘user oriented landmarks.”** Like
landmarks guiding a traveler, the subject headings lead the reader through
Blurting in 4¢& L by offering a sense of direction without prescribing a path
to take or stipulating much detail about what is to be found at a poten-
tial destination, and it is here that Blurting in 4 ¢ L most noticeably differs
from the annotations in structural terms. The annotations are organized
chronologically as a series of overlapping sequences, which the reader is to
follow in order to track the development of Art & Language’s conversa-
tions. Blurting in A¢&'L is not organized in such a predetermined fashion
but instead anticipates the relative openness of hypertext. The alphabeti-
cal ordering of the blurts according to subject headings is arbitrary, and
the reader is free to pick any of the 408 blurts as a valid starting point for
entering the text. As Ramsden and Corris put the matter, “There are no
strictly determined pathways, all you get is a set of possible next steps.”*’
To read Blurting in A&'L is, then, to create rather than trace pathways by
reading blurts directly connected by the “—” symbol. When readers desire
to exit a pathway they have created, they may read into the broader con-
text of the “&” symbol, which terminates one pathway and opens another.
It is, crucially, possible to create pathways that Art & Language could not
have anticipated, and this also distinguishes Blurting in 4¢& L sharply from
the annotations as well as from Index o1, both of which provided a finite
if large, even very large, set of relations between the items being indexed.

Following an example of this editorial protocol will reveal more about
how Blurting in a¢rL works in practice. The fifty-fifth blurt is on the sub-
ject of the art world. It contains three sentences drawn from the annota-
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