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ABSTRACT 

 My thesis establishes an alternative history of the development of Conceptual art 

in both the United States and Brazil. The work of U.S. artist Vija Celmins (b. 1938) and 

Brazilian artist Anna Maria Maiolino (b. 1942) serve as case studies to support my 

argument that post-war realism was an influential precedent for Conceptual art. Within 

the historiography of Conceptual art, scholars have maintained that nonrepresentational 

modes of expression serve as the movement’s foundation and little consideration has 

been given to the influence of Pop-oriented strategies that employed recognizable, 

representational subject matter. As I demonstrate in the work of Celmins and Maiolino, 

post-war realism underpinned the political nature of Conceptual art. 

 My goal of expanding the art historical canon is approached through three models 

that propose non-evolutionary historical accounts which, when applied to art history, 

emphasize previously disregarded formal relationships between artists and shared social 

concerns. This methodology weaves a complex, expanded and interdependent history of 

art that proves Celmins and Maiolino were not outliers within the art historical moment 

of the 1960s and 70s, as some have argued. Separated geographically and working in two 

different social and political contexts, both artists partook in the radical reconfiguring of 

the art object, the artist and the art institution that defined this period. 
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INTRODUCTION 

My thesis establishes an alternative history of the development of Conceptual art 

in both the United States and Brazil. The work of U.S. artist Vija Celmins (b. 1938) and 

Brazilian artist Anna Maria Maiolino (b. 1942) serve as case studies to support my 

argument that post-war realism was an influential precedent for Conceptual art. 

Conceptual art was a movement that developed in the mid-1960s that radically 

reconfigured the art object, the art institution and the role of the artist. Within the 

historiography of Conceptual art, scholars have maintained that nonrepresentational 

modes of expression serve as the movement’s foundation and little consideration has 

been given to the influence of Pop-oriented strategies that employed recognizable subject 

matter. As I demonstrate in the work of Celmins and Maiolino, post-war realism, in fact, 

underpinned the political nature of Conceptual art.  

My first chapter begins by stepping outside the historical moment of 

Conceptualism in order to examine the historiography of recent feminist art history and 

state my methodological approach. I examine how art historians Catherine de Zegher, 

Helen Molesworth, Mignon Nixon and Lisa Tickner apply the concepts formulated by 

philosophers Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari and psychoanalytic theorists Bracha L. 

Ettinger and Juliet Mitchell to art history. Each theorist proposes alternatives to the 

Oedipal narrative that in turn question the conventional construction of history and 

femininity. In art history these challenges allow for the rejection of the master/disciple 

relationship, which is predicated on rivalry, and a linear, progressive conception of 

history. Citing the myopic manner with which the history of art has been formulated, the 

aforementioned scholars embrace a more inclusive framework and enact curatorial 
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decisions that not only “discover” women artists who were previously neglected, but also 

emphasize expanded networks of relationships. Based on the approaches of these thinkers 

I weave a complex, expanded and interdependent history of art to establish that Celmins 

and Maiolino were not outliers within the art historical moment of the 1960s and 1970s, 

as some have argued.
1
  

In the second chapter, I consider Celmins’ paintings completed between the years 

1964-1967 and her graphite drawings of the desert and ocean of 1968-1975 and examine 

their engagement with the aesthetic and social concerns of Conceptual art. Throughout 

her career, Celmins painted in a highly detailed and recognizable manner. Her work has 

been acclaimed for its technical virtuosity and for her sustained commitment to painting 

throughout the 1960s and 1970s when the medium was eschewed by a number of her 

contemporaries.
2
 Celmins has not, however, been recognized as an artist whose work 

deals with the issues that occupied Conceptual artists in the mid- to late 1960s and 1970s. 

I argue that her early paintings precociously criticize medium specificity by creating 

intermedia photo-paintings that address the limits of both painting and photography. 

Furthermore, I propose that her later drawings from the 1970s destabilize the notions of 

artistic genius. By comparing her work to that of Conceptual artists such as Sol LeWitt 

and On Kawara, I establish her shared interests with artists of her generation.  

My third chapter analyzes Maiolino’s woodcuts, drawings and installations of the 

1960s and 70s. Her initiation into the Brazilian artistic environment was through the Pop-

                                                 
1
 See, for example, Dave Hickey, “Vija Celmins: The Path Itself,” in Vija Celmins, ed. Judith Tannenbaum 

(Philadelphia, PA: Institute of Contemporary Art, University of Pennsylvania, 1992). In this essay Hickey 

discusses Celmins work as having a “kind of stateless foreign accent.” 

 
2
 Michelle White, “Arresting Ambiguity Vija Celmins in the 1960s,” in Vija Celmins: Television and 

Disaster, 1964-1966 (Houston, TX: Menil Collection, 2010), 12–13. 
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oriented New Figuration movement. In Brazil, Neoconcretism, a seminal avant-garde 

movement founded in the late 1950s, which sought active viewer participation, has been 

positioned as the progenitor of Conceptualism.
3
 This account ignores the role of New 

Figuration, a movement that used representational subject matter and images culled from 

mass forms of communication. As I argue, Maiolino’s woodcuts and reliefs that use 

recognizable imagery to address issues of social inequality and injustice attest to New 

Figuration’s introduction of strategies of political resistance that became fundamental to 

Conceptual art.
4
 Her installations from the 1970s combine Maiolino’s concern with 

specific living conditions in Brazil with the ideological focus of Conceptual art. Her 

incorporation of these two interests reveals how New Figuration and Conceptual art 

sought a similar political agenda, namely opposition to the Brazilian military dictatorship 

(1964-1985). 

While I situate Celmins and Maiolino in the histories of Conceptual art, it is not 

my intention to supplant one exclusionary narrative with another. I do not intend to 

perpetuate the narrow purview of art history that originally obscured Celmins and 

Maiolino’s significance. In other words, my goal is not to substitute an account of post-

war artistic practice that argues that Minimalism and Neoconcretism begat Conceptual art 

with the assertion that post-war realism, in fact, begat Conceptual art. What I instead 

argue for is a multi-polar genealogy that acknowledges both the roles of Minimalism and 

                                                 
3
 Jacqueline Barnitz, Twentieth-Century Art of Latin America (Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 

2001), 215–235; Mari Carmen Ramírez, “Tactics for Thriving on Adversity: Conceptualism in Latin 

America, 1960-1980,” in Global Conceptualism: Points of Origin, 1950s-1980s, eds. Luis Camnitzer, Jane 

Farver, and Rachel Weiss (New York, NY: Queens Museum of Art, 1999), 53–72. 

 
4
 Luis Camnitzer, Conceptualism in Latin American Art: Didactics of Liberation (Austin, TX: University of 

Texas Press, 2007); Mari Carmen Ramírez and Héctor Olea, eds., Inverted Utopias: Avant-Garde Art in 

Latin America (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2004).  
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Neoconcretism and post-war realism in the history of Conceptualism. In so doing I 

demonstrate how multiple and seemingly disparate tactics and approaches inform art 

making. By proposing new methods for understanding art history and the interaction 

between artists, we can open up the scope of our inquires to include what has been 

previously observed and what has been overlooked. 



1 

 

CHAPTER 1 

ALTERNATIVES TO THE OEDIPAL NARRATIVE 

Crucial areas of investigation for feminist art history are canon formation and 

exclusion. Since the 1970s women artists and scholars have exposed how art historical 

accounts and methodologies are partial and gendered and have revealed the need for new 

narratives of art history that articulate the feminine outside of the phallus. Art historians 

and curators Molesworth, de Zegher, Nixon and Tickner employ alternative methods for 

understanding art history by using the concepts formulated by philosophers Deleuze and 

Guattari and psychoanalytic theorists Mitchell and Ettinger. Together their approaches 

contest a singular conception of history and the biased construction of subjectivity as 

formulated in the Oedipus complex. Challenges to the Oedipal narrative fundamentally 

question our comprehension of history and femininity. The Oedipus complex is 

particularly meaningful for art history because the phallocentric familial relationships 

constituted in the former are mirrored in the latter in the guise of master/disciple 

relationships.  

The focus of this chapter is to understand the consequences of the proposals of 

Deleuze, Guattari, Mitchell and Ettinger for art history. As a whole, these alternatives to 

the Oedipus complex reject a progressive account of history and establish a more 

inclusive narrative where men and women artists possess equal agency in building webs 

of influence. This chapter briefly examines recent decades of feminist art and art history 

before considering how the aforementioned alternatives construct historical narratives 

and theorize the “feminine,” sexual difference and subjectivity. 
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Art History and Feminist Art of the 1970s and 80s 

During the late 1960s and early 1970s the lack of institutional support and the 

absence of a market for art created by women were obstacles that often left curators and 

scholars with little or no resources to research and promote female artists.
5
 Despite the 

considerable difficulties encountered by pioneering feminist art historians, they 

succeeded in revealing how art historical mechanisms, such as the canon, function 

ideologically to exclude women. The inclusion of women within the art historical canon 

aimed to decidedly answer the question art historian Linda Nochlin posed in her seminal 

essay, “Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?”
6
 Nochlin and art historian Ann 

Sutherland Harris emphatically replied that there are and were great women artists in 

their large scale exhibition, Women Artists: 1550-1950, held at the Brooklyn Museum in 

1977.
7
  Exhibitions of this sort were some of the first tools used by curators and art 

historians to illustrate the power of women to shape and inform both artistic and 

historical production.  

The 1970s also saw the rise of feminist art that focused on women’s socially and 

biologically constructed identities. Emerging simultaneously with the women’s liberation 

movement, visual artists used the artist’s body to examine violence against women, the 

objectification of women in consumer society and the construction of stereotypes of 

                                                 
5
 Maura Reilly, “Introduction: Toward Transnational Feminisms,” in Global Feminisms: New Directions in 

Contemporary Art, eds. Linda Nochlin and Maura Reilly (London and Brooklyn, NY: Merrell and 

Brooklyn Museum, 2007). 

 
6
 Linda Nochlin, “Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?,” Art News 69 (January 9, 1971): 22-

39, 67-71. 

 
7
 Ann Sutherland Harris and Linda Nochlin, Women Artists, 1550-1950, (New York, NY: Knopf, 1977). 
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femininity.
8
 The efficacy of 1970s feminist practices was called into question when 

scholars in the 1980s claimed that work, such as Judy Chicago’s Through the Flower of 

1973, reduced women to their biological anatomy (fig. 1).
9
 The approach of Chicago and 

her contemporaries, which is referred to as second-wave feminism, was considered by 

some to be naïve and simplistic because of its supposed espousal of a unified and singular 

female experience.
10

 Art historian Abigail Solomon-Godeau argues that this type of 

criticism created a false divide between 1970s and 80s feminist art. She cites the 1984 

exhibition Difference: On Representation and Sexuality at the New Museum of 

Contemporary Art in New York as an event that solidified the attempts by artists and 

theorists of the 1980s to divorce their approach from their feminist predecessors of the 

previous decade.
11

 For Solomon-Godeau, there are few, if any, examples of feminist art 

practices throughout the 1970s that advocated an “excavation of a primordial self,” as 

1980s figures claimed.
12

 Art historian Peggy Phelan, like Solomon-Godeau, discounts the 

critique that feminist art of the 1970s homogenized women’s oppression under 

patriarchy. Phelan explains that these artists were not uninterested in theory or 

                                                 
8
 Women artists continue to explore issues of identity, gender and sexual difference. See, for example, 

Catherine de Zegher, ed., Inside the Visible: An Elliptical Traverse of 20th Century Art In, Of, and From 

the Feminine (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1996); Maura Reilly and Linda Nochlin, eds., Global 

Feminisms: New Directions in Contemporary Art (London and Brooklyn, NY: Merrell and Brooklyn 

Museum, 2007). 

 
9
 See, for example, Judith Barry and Sandy Flitterman, “Textual Strategies: The Politics of Art-Making,” 

Screen 21, no. 2 (Summer 1980): 35–48. 

 
10

 Rozsika Parker and Griselda Pollock, Old Mistresses: Women, Art, and Ideology (London: Routledge, 

1981). First-wave feminism refers to the movement that sought women’s right to vote from about 1835 to 

1920. Second-wave feminism refers to the women’s movement beginning in the 1960s and ending in the 

1980s. 

 
11

 Abigail Solomon-Godeau, “The Woman Who Never Was: Self Representation, Photography, and First-

Wave Feminist Art,” in WACK!: Art and the Feminist Revolution, ed. Cornielia H. Butler (Los Angeles, 

CA and Cambridge, MA: Museum of Contemporary Art and MIT Press, 2007), 337–338.  

 
12

 Ibid., 339. 
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unsophisticated in their investigations of woman-as-sign, as has been argued, but simply 

that there was not an “academic language” at that time for “body art.”
13

 In fact, as Phelan 

proposes, the development of postcolonialism, poststructuralism, queer theory and critical 

race and gender studies that occurred throughout the 1980s and 90s built a theoretical 

structure to address the questions of sexuality and self-representation first explored in the 

1970s.
14

   

After the 1970s, art historians have also come to question the extent to which the 

early aim to establish a history of art produced by women was effecting a meaningful 

revision of art history. Challenging earlier feminist methodologies, art historians Griselda 

Pollock and Rozsika Parker maintain that the institutionally entrenched methods of 

reevaluation that scholars such as Nochlin and Sutherland Harris employed reinforce and 

reproduce patriarchal mechanisms that inescapably situated women as “other.”
15

 For 

example, they argue that artists such as Frida Kahlo and Georgia O’Keefe occupy a 

“token” place within the art historical canon.
16

 More problematic for Parker and Pollock 

is that women’s talents are described as anomalous and were evaluated by standards of 

                                                 
13

 Peggy Phelan, “Survey,” in Art and Feminism, eds. Helena Reckitt and Peggy Phelan (New York, NY: 

Phaidon, 2001), 22–23. 

 
14

 Despite Solomon-Godeau and Phelan’s arguments, one can see the persistence of this false divide 

between 1970s and 80s feminist art. Maura Reilly as recently as 2007 states, “While these issues [racial, 

class, sexual, religious, and other differences] had been contested during the 1960s and 1970s as well, most 

spectacularly around the publication of Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique in 1963, it was during the 

1980s that the intense anger and divisiveness of the 1970s finally precipitated substantive conceptual and 

theoretical shifts within the movement itself. By the late 1980s, then, feminism emerged with a new or 

revised agenda, one that favored diversity over sameness.” Maura Reilly, “Introduction: Toward 

Transnational Feminisms,” in Global Feminisms: New Directions in Contemporary Art, 29.  

 
15

 Parker and Pollock, Old Mistresses. 

 
16

 Ibid., 9. 
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“greatness” developed by men to marginalize women.
17

 These standards were formulated 

and upheld in order to naturalize the conflation of masculinity and creativity, which 

functions ideologically to secure male dominance. Pollock and Parker shift the focus of 

feminist inquiry from questioning the conspicuous absence of women throughout history 

to destabilizing the very meaning of “greatness” and “creativity” and the ideas of the 

“canon” and the “master.”
18

 

 Feminist art of the 1980s explored these and other questions about the patriarchal 

order that constructed women’s identity. Like those of the 1970s, feminist artists of the 

1980s were similarly dismissed, though for different reasons by some for their work’s 

critical distance. For example, art historian Craig Owens asserts that works of the 1980s 

are significant for the application of theoretical strategies and tactics.
19

 In contradiction to 

this claim, art historian Johanna Burton argues that scholars’ insistence on the theoretical 

foundations for work by artists such as Jenny Holzer and Barbara Kruger precludes a full 

consideration of the objects the artists created and minimizes their contribution to a 

narrow focus on theoretical inquiries.
20

 Similar to Phelan and Solomon-Godeau’s 

arguments for art of the 1970s, Burton reasserts both the criticality and pleasure inherent 

in work of the 1980s. As a whole, Solomon-Godeau, Phelan and Burton reject the 

                                                 
17

 Ibid. 

 
18

 Ibid. 

 
19

 Craig Owens, “The Discourse of Others: Feminists and Postmodernism,” in Beyond Recognition: 

Representation, Power, and Culture (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992). 

 
20

 Johanna Burton, “Fundamental to the Image: Feminism and Art in the 1980s,” in Modern Women: 

Women Artists at the Museum of Modern Art, ed. Cornelia H. Butler and Alexandra Schwartz (New York, 

NY: The Museum of Modern Art, 2010), 428–443. 
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division between the two decades of the 1970s and 80s, which constructed the dualities of 

body/theory and pleasure/criticality.  

Broadly speaking, feminist activists, artists and theorists seek to contest gender-

based prejudice. As explained by Phelan, “feminism is the conviction that gender has 

been, and continues to be, a fundamental category for the organization of culture. 

Moreover, the pattern of that organization usually favors men over women.”
21

 Solomon-

Godeau, Phelan and Burton have demonstrated that feminism and feminist art cannot be 

understood by classifying approaches and techniques into mutually exclusive categories.  

 

Inequality and the Oedipal Narrative 

Since the 1970s women artists, scholars and art historians have exposed the 

constructed nature of women’s identity and the way norms of femininity function 

ideologically to secure women’s subjugation within a patriarchal system. The foundation 

for this inequality stems from how sexual difference is articulated through the Oedipal 

narrative, which was formulated by psychologist Sigmund Freud. The Oedipus complex 

positions women as “other” and prioritizes the phallic signifier and hierarchal 

organization. Freud theorized that the feminine Oedipus complex causes a female to learn 

to have heterosexual desires of reproduction (having her own child) and to absorb 

feminine gender roles by turning to her father.
22

 According to Freud, this transition from 

                                                 
21

 Phelan, “Survey,” 18. 

 
22

 Nancy Chodorow, “Mothering, Object-Relations, and the Female Oedipal Configuration,” Feminist 

Studies 4, no. 1 (February 1, 1978): 140–142. Chodorow 's interpretation of Freud is informed by the 

following texts. Sigmund Freud, “Female Sexuality,” (1931) in The Standard Edition of the Complete 

Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, ed. and trans. James Strachey (London: Hogarth Press, 1964); 

Sigmund Freud, “New Introductory Lectures,” (1933) in The Standard Edition of the Complete 

Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud; Sigmund Freud, “Some Psychical Consequences of the 
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mother to father occurs when the girl realizes she is missing a penis.
23

 Her focus becomes 

her father because of what is colloquially referred to as “penis-envy.”
24

 She also learns 

that her mother is without a penis. Therefore the mother cannot give her what she lacks 

so the child rejects her mother.
25

 What the construction of female subjectivity in the 

Oedipus complex means for women is that they are without signification or are signified 

negatively by an absence. Pollock explains that the Oedipal construction of subjectivity is 

“taken as the neutral and universal concept of the subject” when in fact it is “a phallic 

model premised on an on/off logic that positions the feminine negatively, below the 

threshold of any kind of symbolization.”
26

  

Freud’s model has been contested on multiple fronts. Psychoanalyst Melanie 

Klein has challenged Freud’s understanding of the relationship of the female child to both 

parents because of its reliance on reproductive desires.
27

 Psychoanalyst Janine 

Chasseguet-Smirgel claims that within Freud’s formulation there is a disregard of the 

positive production of self-esteem emerging when the autonomous female subject creates 

boundaries between herself and her mother.
28

 Feminist sociologist and psychoanalyst 

                                                                                                                                                 
Anatomical Distinction Between the Sexes,” (1925) in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological 

Works of Sigmund Freud.  

 
23

 Chodorow, “Mothering, Object-Relations, and the Female Oedipal Configuration,” 140. 

 
24

 Ibid., 145.  

 
25

 Ibid., 140. 

 
26

 Griselda Pollock, “Femininity: Aporia or Sexual Difference,” in The Matrixial Borderspace, ed. Brian 

Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2006), 2. 

 
27

 Melanie Klein, The Psycho-analysis of Children (London: Hogarth Press, 1949). 

 
28

 Janine Chasseguet-Smirgel, Female Sexuality: New Psychoanalytic Views (Ann Arbor, MI: University of 

Michigan Press, 1970). 
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Nancy Chodorow criticizes the total occlusion of the mother as having any meaningful 

role in the development of female subjectivity.
29

 

The following sections analyze in depth three methods for understanding the 

meaning-making structure of the Oedipus complex: Mitchell’s ideas about the lateral 

relationships of siblings, Deleuze and Guattari’s rhizome model and Ettinger’s matrixial 

dimension where subjectivity is produced in, of and from the feminine.
30

 The three 

models are considered in light of their effectiveness in thinking outside of the Oedipus 

complex and their integration into art historical scholarship by Nixon, Molesworth, 

Tickner and de Zegher. The introduction of the feminine and/or gender neutral processes 

into early psychic development subverts the formation of sexual difference and 

subjectivity as based entirely upon the absence/presence of the penis. For art historians, 

an assertion of the feminine challenges the exclusionary art historical canon, which has 

marginalized women through its structure that mirrors the rivalrous relationships formed 

within and by the Oedipus complex. Furthermore, I discuss how recent art historical 

discourse reveals the advantages of shifting from a temporal or generational organization 

to a geographic understanding of feminist art that takes into account class, race and 

gender issues specific to countries and cultures worldwide.
31

 De Zegher and Molesworth 

                                                 
29

 Chodorow, “Mothering, Object-Relations, and the Female Oedipal Configuration.” Chodorow gives an 

explanation of her and other psychoanalyst and feminist theorists contributions to the reconsideration of 

female subjectivity in the Oedipal narrative.  

 
30

 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus; Juliet Mitchell, Siblings: Sex and Violence (Cambridge, 

UK: Polity Press, 2003); Bracha Ettinger, The Matrixial Borderspace, ed. Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 2006). 

 
31

 Zegher, Inside the Visible; Reilly and Nochlin, Global Feminisms; Helen Molesworth, “How to Install 

Art as a Feminist,” in Modern Women: Women Artists at the Museum of Modern Art, eds. Cornelia H. 

Butler and Alexandra Schwartz (New York, NY: The Museum of Modern Art, 2010). 
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have convincingly shown that this approach allows for a more accurate understanding of 

feminist art as a multi-voiced, heterogeneously constituted practice.
32

 

 

Juliet Mitchell and the Significance of Siblings 

Mitchell’s theory of lateral relationships between siblings proposes an alternative 

position for women within early psychic development that that asserted by Freud.
33

 

Mitchell’s clinical observations have led her to reevaluate the importance of siblings, 

peers, cousins, etc. in the development of our subjectivity through social interaction.
34

 

Directly contesting the singular conception of subjectivity as constructed through the 

Oedipus complex, organized on a child-parent axis, Mitchell prioritizes and explores the 

significance of non-hierarchal, lateral relationships.  

Mitchell’s scholarship posed the following question: what does thinking about 

siblings do for our understanding of psychic development as stemming from the Oedipus 

complex? She answers, “Inserting siblings in the particular case of incest (Oedipal) and 

its prohibition might shift or add a lateral dimension to the monopolistic vertical 

paradigm of psychoanalytic theory and all that has depended on it or emanated from it.”
35

 

According to Mitchell, the outcomes of the vertical structure of psychoanalytic theory 

include sexism, homophobia and racism.
36

 Mitchell asserts that “psychoanalysis, like all 

grand theories, has followed the pattern of assuming an equation between the norm and 

                                                 
32
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33
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35
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the male.”
37

 This conflation is partly because the phallus is the sole signifier within the 

Oedipal construct. Unlike in the Oedipus complex where all significance is placed on the 

absence/presence of the penis, in the lateral paradigm both genders can cause a child to 

undergo a particular stage of psychic development. According to Mitchell, siblings 

introduce a realization of the non-singularity of the child, which causes an awareness of 

death and an “annihilation of the subject.”
38

 The sibling, because of his or her presence, 

forces the child to realize that his/her place in the family structure, and thus in the world, 

is not unique. Furthermore, the awareness of death induced when the subject 

comprehends his or her resemblance to others is not structured by the Oedipus complex. 

As Mitchell explains, “the experience is as if the other sibling, by seeming to stand in my 

place, has killed me. […] The crucial absence here, then, is not the absent phallus (the 

castration complex) but the absent self.”
39

 The “absent self” and the death of the subject 

involve males and females, which is crucial for asserting the significance of the feminine 

in psychic development and directly challenging the phallocentric Oedipus complex.
40

  

For both Nixon and Molesworth, siblings suggest an alternative structure that 

rejects the vertical organization of the Oedipus complex.
41

 Nixon proposes that the 

Oedipal triangle consisting of the child/mother/father is similar to the “disciple/master” 

                                                 
37
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38
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39
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40
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relationship within art history.
42

 Both bonds are oriented along a linear axis that rejects 

the possibility of equal positions of influence and instead asserts a continual progression 

predicated upon overcoming and succeeding predecessors. The pervading conception of 

disciple/master relationships and of artistic creativity more broadly is problematic 

because a structure constituted by such Oedipal relationships is necessarily gendered. As 

Pollock has explained, “Fathers, heroes, Oedipal rivalries […] suggest that structurally, 

the myths of art and artist are shaped within sexual difference and play out on the cultural 

stage.”
43

 The sibling paradigm allows us to think laterally, acknowledging positions of 

equal exchange. For Molesworth, the application of the sibling model allows for a 

reengagement with the language and ideals of sisterhood not as a discourse of 

essentializing sameness but as a complicated narrative that details a complex, expanded 

and interdependent history of art.
44

 In short, the art historians use Mitchell’s theory to 

create a space for the consideration of female and male artists as full and equal 

participants in the narratives of art history. 

 

Lisa Tickner, Catherine de Zegher and a New Temporal Mode 

 Deleuze and Guattari identify that the construction of historical time has been 

inaccurately formulated as evolutionary schemas. Instead they propose the rhizome, 

which undermines modern beliefs in hierarchy, identity, subjectivity and representation 
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and instead foregrounds heterogeneity and multiplicity in theory and in everyday life.
45

 In 

defining the rhizome they explain, “A rhizome has no beginning or end; it is always in 

the middle, between things, interbeing, intermezzo. The tree is filiation, but the rhizome is 

alliance, uniquely alliance. The tree imposes the verb ‘to be,’ but the fabric of the 

rhizome is the conjunction, ‘and…and…and…’ This conjunction carries enough force to 

shake and uproot the verb ‘to be.’”
46

 As I analyze below, Tickner and de Zegher apply 

Deleuze and Guattari’s notion of the rhizome to advance genealogies of art history that 

do not adhere to the strictures against non-progressive historical accounts. 

For Tickner, the Oedipal narrative has extended its reach beyond the formation of 

sexual difference and subjectivity into our temporal understanding of historical change. 

She recognizes that the figure of the artist, as currently understood, mimics the Oedipal 

father. In the Oedipus complex, the child (disciple) surpasses the father (master). For art 

history this confluence produces an evolutionary progression that Tickner argues is 

anachronistic, gendered and historically inaccurate. She employs Deleuze and Guattari’s 

rhizome model to advance a conception of historical change and artistic creativity that 

functions outside of the Oedipal structure. Genealogy is reconceived of as the rhizome 

rather than as a succession of relationships based on the Oedipal narrative comprised of 

rivalry and exclusion. For Tickner, the rhizome creates a space for women and men to 

occupy positions within history and to assume equal agency in forming relationships and 

webs of influence.  

                                                 
45
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Bound up in what Tickner calls the “mythic narratives of creativity” is the 

damaging correlation between masculinity and creativity.
47

 For women, this association 

effectively bars their inclusion in the hegemonic structure of the art historical canon. 

Throughout the 18
th

, 19
th

 and 20
th

 centuries the qualities that defined creativity and genius 

were identical to those that constituted the masculine identity. According to this 

configuration, it was a woman’s inherent femininity that was incompatible with elevated 

art making and rendered her inadequate. As Pollock and Parker have argued, in the 

Victorian-era “women’s natural qualities,” such as delicacy and maternity, were 

celebrated, which led to the confinement of women’s contribution to the domestic 

sphere.
48

 In the 20
th

 century, this conception of femininity resulted in the marginalization 

of women artists and their eradication from art history.
49

 In the face of this situation 

Tickner proposes that: 

What women have needed is the revision of actual or perceived forms of 

experiential, discursive, and psychological difference - that is, freedom 

from constraints on their social opportunity (“our institutions and our 

education”), and from the delimiting effects of mythic narratives of 

creativity allied to narcissistic cultural investments in the Artist as an 

infantile idealization of the Oedipal Father (who has then to be struggled 

with and overcome). De-idealization here is connected to the de-

masculinization of creative potential.
50

 

 

When the artist is reconceived in a way that does not mirror the Oedipal father, as she 

argues, the figure and creativity become non-gendered (non-male) constructions.  

                                                 
47

 Lisa Tickner, “Mediating Generation: The Mother-Daughter Plot,” in Women Artists at the Millennium, 

eds. Carol M. Armstrong and Catherine de Zegher (Cambridge, MA.: MIT Press, 2006), 84–120. 

 
48

 Parker and Pollock, Old Mistresses, 12. 

 
49

 Ibid. 

 
50

 Tickner, “Mediating Generation: The Mother-Daughter Plot,” 91. 



 14 

 

In art history, an application of the rhizome model re-envisions the artist as both 

male and female. Instead of being distinguished by uniqueness (an attribute ascribed to 

both the artist and to masculine identity), the artists define themselves by their connection 

and relation to other artists. De Zegher’s 1996 edited volume of essays and exhibition 

titled Inside the Visible: An Elliptical Traverse of 20
th

 Century Art In, Of, and From the 

Feminine, which grew out of twelve individual exhibitions organized at the Beguinage of 

Kortrijk, a convent in a town in Flanders, Belgium, serves as an example of this approach 

in curatorial practice.
51

 The artists included in the exhibition explore a variety of 

signifiers of the “feminine.”
52

 De Zegher posits a diversified conception of the feminine 

and feminist expression by structuring the exhibition around several thematic 

explorations of identity and a range of media. She is interested in plurality, which 

contributes to what she calls an “open play and transformation of meaning” that moves 

away from previous models.
53

 She achieved this shift by exhibiting 37 artists representing 

diverse geographic regions and by drawing out connected female experiences during the 

decades of the 1930s-40s, 1960s-70s and the 1990s.
54

 By juxtaposing artists who are 

typically disassociated from one another, either because of their disparate geographic 

locations or historical time periods, de Zegher placed new emphasis on broadening the 

scope of art history.  
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De Zegher argues for a circular concept of time wherein artists are members of 

networks and abandons the master/disciple association and its ensuing linear progression. 

Creating new relationships and assemblages, de Zegher sees her lack of chronological 

order as a way to introduce alternative starting points for understanding art history. By 

dismissing the exclusionary organizing principle of art history, artists who were 

previously separated by outdated divisions of historical time can be acknowledged. She 

relates her approach to Edward Said’s idea that “beginning and beginning-again are 

historical whereas origins are divine.”
55

 Beginnings, rather than origins, signify a return 

to a previous position informed by personal experience and structured by race, sex 

and class. Origins, on the other hand, suggest uniqueness, independence and autonomy. 

De Zegher allies Said’s notion of returns and circularity to the rejection of the formation 

of time along a linear axis, which also discards the Oedipal construct of child/parent 

succession.
56

 Inside the Visible is exemplary for de Zegher’s use of Deleuze and 

Guattari’s rhizome to present a space for multi-vocal utterances of (women’s) 

experiences joined by an assertion of difference that is non-hierarchal.  

 

Bracha Ettinger’s Matrixial Dimension 

 De Zegher’s articulation of experiences and subjectivity that are born “in, of, and 

from the feminine” was also influenced by Ettinger’s concept of the matrixial 

borderspace.
57

 Ettinger’s matrixial dimension is a symbolic concept wherein the feminine 
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formulates subjectivity during prenatal growth before the Oedipal construct gains 

dominance. She concentrates on in-utero development where the child and mother change 

by sharing experiences that can only occur because of the female body.
58

 The matrixial 

dimension depends on female anatomy, such as the womb, which is the real entity to 

which the theoretical matrix refers.
59

 In Ettinger’s construct, the feminine does not gain 

meaning though its opposition to the masculine as in the Oedipus complex where binaries 

are dominant. In the matrixial dimension the maternal/feminine/female is not an inversion 

of the phallic signifying system within which “woman” signifies absence and the “other,” 

but is instead an autonomous, uniquely feminine mode of subjectivization. 

The matrixial “co-emergence” takes place between subjects who do not struggle 

to overcome one another.
60

 In the Oedipal model, the participants are autonomous 

subjects that position themselves against others.
61

 In contrast to the rivalry in Oedipal 

relationships, matrixial subjectivity is fostered through an encounter that recognizes both 

participants as equally acting subjects.
62

 For Ettinger, the effects of co-emergence are 

eventually superseded by the Oedipal process, but they are not totally lost and can be 

                                                 
58

 Ettinger, The Matrixial Borderspace. Ettinger explains that “A matrixial encounter engenders shared 

traces, traumas, pictograms, and fantasies in several partners conjointly but differently….” 

 
59

 Pollock, “Femininity: Aporia or Sexual Difference,” 17. Pollock explains “The womb and the prenatal 

phase are the referents to the Real to which the imaginary matrix corresponds.” Ettinger clarifies that within 

the womb, which for her is “conceived of as a shared psychic borderspace” there is the formation of 

subjectivity through “encounters with-in to and from the feminine.” 

 
60

 Ibid., 18. Pollock proposes, “What differentiates the idea of the Matrix from those of symbiosis as well as 

from the basic operations of the Oedipal and pre-Oedipal stages is the acknowledgment of other subjects as 

unknown but not hostile or intrusive, as ‘foreigners’ who are nevertheless connected to the self and who 

take part in and produce change in an assembled co-emergent subjectivity (multiple/divided/split/partial).” 

 
61

 Ettinger, The Matrixial Borderspace, 84. 

 
62

 Pollock, “Femininity: Aporia or Sexual Difference,” 34. As Pollock explains, “For that model, [the 

phallic model] there is no way of theorizing human subjectivity outside an agonistic model of revolt, 

negation, and abjection. What results from this is that there is a phobia about the transgression of 

borderlines.” 



 17 

 

recovered. It is important to understand that Ettinger’s conceptualization of the matrixial 

dimension is not meant to replace the Oedipus complex as the sole symbolic system 

whereby subjectivity is formulated. Instead, as Ettinger explains, the matrixial 

subjectivization is a process that is fundamental during the prenatal phase. After birth the 

phallic signifier gains dominance through the Oedipal symbolic system.
63

  

The process of apprehending subjectivity in the matrixial dimension acts upon 

both males and females because the determining feature is not the presence or absence of 

the penis, but a jointness that occurs in a phase of development that both sexes undergo.
64

 

She explains,  

In the matrixial stratum of subjectivization modeled on the 

feminine/prenatal relationship, we will not speak of alternation between 

presence/absence, but rather of continual attuning and readjustment of 

distance-in-proximity. This creates primary meanings as borderlinks, as 

becoming-with, as shareability in trauma, and differentiation in its tracing 

in co-emergence, and not as absence related to an invisible figure of 

difference.
65

     

 

In other words, rather than the male/other relationship posited by Freud, in the 

feminine/prenatal relationship within the womb there emerges the “I” and, what Ettinger 

calls, the “unknown non-I” (referring to the relationship between the mother and the in-

utero baby). The subjects constituted in the context of matrixial subjectivity or through 

the feminine, interact through equal exchanges or “co-experience.”  

 We do not entirely lose the consequences of the matrixial dimension after the 

Oedipal narrative has been acted out. Ettinger sees a mirroring of the matrixial co-
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emergence of the “I” and the “non-I” in the experience of viewing a work of art.
66

 

According to Ettinger, the relationships that are fostered when viewing a work of art 

allow us to regain the connectivity of the matrixial dimension by blurring the boundaries 

between the artist and the viewer.
67

 For instance, when viewing a painting we can once 

again encounter a co-emergence of subjectivity through the experience of recognizing 

two partial subjects in, of and from the feminine that are not “others,” but are linked 

members of a network. The resulting partial subjects are joined together and situated in 

positions to achieve “separation-in-jointness, differentiation-in-co-emergence and 

distance-in-proximity.”
68

 For Ettinger, art is a nonaggressive sphere where subjects share 

experience.    

 

Conclusion 

Exchange and mutual recognition are integral to all three concepts examined here. 

Rejecting the Oedipal process as the sole structure that bestows subjectivity, 

psychoanalysts and art historians have articulated the role of the feminine and provided 

alternatives to an evolutionary organization of history. The scholars discussed posit that 

relationships develop laterally and within a rhizome and allow us to see that male and 

female artists possess equal agency in forming webs of influence. Our understanding of 

art history is limited and incomplete if we assume that time and agency flow in one 

direction. Instead art historians need to reach forwards, backwards and sideways to 
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advance historical narratives that do not take their cues from patriarchal mechanisms. As 

de Zegher and others have shown, new genealogies of art history force us to abandon 

gendered structures and exclusionary meaning-making apparatuses that have skewed our 

understanding of artistic production. 
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CHAPTER 2 

VIJA CELMINS’ INTERSECTION WITH CONCEPTUAL ART 

 Celmins’ work has been described as possessing a kind of homelessness that 

precludes categorization.
69

 Critics have claimed that because she has never been 

associated with a specific movement or group of artists that her work possesses an 

ahistorical weightlessness.
70

 As a result of this narrow interpretation of Celmins’ oeuvre, 

she has been viewed as an outlier to dominant art trends of the 1960s and 70s, namely 

Conceptualism. The predominance of abstract modes of expression following World War 

II, namely Abstract Expressionism and Minimalism, and Celmins’ representational 

imagery has also added to her displacement in art history. This chapter more accurately 

contextualizes Celmins’ paintings of the mid-1960s and her drawings of 1970s by 

analyzing both the historical relevance of her subject matter and her employment of 

tactics that precede and emerge jointly with those of Conceptual art. First, I examine the 

Minimalist strategies that first introduced some of the explorations of later Conceptual 

artists, such as Lewitt and Kawara. This analysis of Minimalism and Conceptualism 

serves to explicate the ways in which Celmins’ work addresses aesthetic and social 

concerns that are similar to those of her contemporaries. Following this section, I present 

her paintings from the mid- to late 1960s that question medium specificity by combining 
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the techniques of painting and photography. Furthermore I argue that within this same 

period Celmins dismantles the autonomy of the art object by combining political and 

aesthetic issues. Lastly I propose that her graphite drawings of the 1970s reject the myth 

of artistic genius by removing subjectivity through her careful translation of photographs 

into drawings. My analysis is informed by the methodological approaches outlined in the 

previous chapter. Specifically, I utilize Deleuze and Guattari’s rhizome and de Zegher 

and Molesworth’s scholarship as examples of narratives of art history and historical 

change that look beyond traditional and canonized accounts. I thereby propose an 

alternative genealogy for Conceptual art that includes post-war realism.  

 

U.S. Art of the 1960s: Minimalism and Conceptualism  

 Artist Robert Morris influentially defined Minimalism with his essay “Notes on 

Sculpture” published in 1966.
71

 In the three-part essay Morris contends that in 

Minimalism the object became a single part of a larger network of relationships that 

includes, “space, light and the viewer’s field of vision.”
72

 This approach recognized the 

viewer as he or she exists in the same space as the art object. For Minimalists, the viewer 

was an acknowledged component of the art environment, but remained anonymous and 

unspecified. Post-Minimalists and later feminists criticized Minimalist artists, such as 
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Donald Judd and Carl Andre, for merely obscuring in a new disguise the same 

indifference towards the viewer that characterized previous modernist art practices.
73

 Art 

historian Hal Foster has also recounted how Minimalist artists disregarded the political 

and sexualized subject and in doing so negated difference.
74

 Nevertheless Minimalism 

profoundly altered the traditional aesthetic experience by rejecting many of the ideals of 

modernism. As explicated by art historian Douglas Crimp these include, “the idea of art 

as autonomous, as separate from everything else, as destined to take its place in art 

history.”
75

 Additionally, artists eschewed the tenets of Greenbergian modernism, which 

espoused the belief that artists should confine themselves to the exploration of the 

inherent qualities of painting, sculpture, etc.
76

 While not entirely breaking with the 

ideologies of modernism, Minimalism began to articulate a post-modern consciousness 

that criticized the hegemonic structure of the museum and the auratic art object. 
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In the U.S. Minimalism is historically considered to be foundational for 

Conceptual art.
77

 Conceptualism similarly sought to divorce itself from the tenets of 

modernism. Artists of the late 1960s and 70s were uncompromising in their desire to 

undo the previously inflexible categorization of media into the divisions of painting, 

sculpture, photography, etc. The practitioners of Conceptual art in the U.S. and London 

largely focused their critiques on the art market and art institutions, effecting a 

reevaluation of notions of originality and traditional forms of artistic production. The 

element that unites the largest range of Conceptual practices is the transformation from 

object to idea.
78

 This shift was achieved through a formal reduction that transferred the 

focus from the materiality of the art object to its conceptual message.
79

 LeWitt, a 

founding member of the Conceptual art movement, expands upon the prioritization of 

ideas in his text “Paragraphs on Conceptual Art” published in Artforum in 1967.
80

 He 

plainly states in his essay that, “In conceptual art the idea of concept is the most 
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important aspect of the work.”
81

 The effects of this transition expanded the limits of what 

kinds of objects or inquiries could be considered art. Another lasting consequence of 

Conceptual art includes an awareness of the political ideologies that dictated the actions 

and decisions of museums.
82

 Artists Hans Haacke, Daniel Buren and others, who are 

often considered to be practitioners of an outgrowth of Conceptual practices known as 

Institutional Critique, shared with their contemporaries a criticality towards institutions. 

Conceptualism is thus a unique confluence of approaches and techniques that challenged 

the commodification of the art object, the role of the artist in the production of meaning, 

the notions of originality and the power of the institution to determine the morphology of 

art objects.  

 

Celmins’ Critique of Medium Specificity and the Autonomy of Art Practice 

 While including Celmins’ name in the pantheon of Conceptual artists might seem 

odd, her work oscillates between the categories of painting, photography and mass media 

and is similar to the non-traditional art forms that were being produced by her 

contemporaries. Her paintings after 1964 that use photographs as their source material 

maintain representational imagery while introducing Conceptual strategies, namely the 

critique of medium specificity. I examine the Conceptual tactics Celmins and her 

contemporaries employed to contest modernism on two fronts. First, by rejecting medium 

specificity, artists dismissed Greenbergian modernism. Second, by introducing non-

aesthetic concerns, which entrenched Celmins and other Conceptual artists’ work in the 
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political and social issues of the 1960s and 70s, they discarded the modernist perpetuation 

of the separateness of art.
83

 By comparing Celmins’ focus on pressing societal issues with 

that of artists Kawara and Mierle Laderman Ukeles, I argue that one of the tactics used to 

reject the autonomous art object was to create work that explored non-aesthetic concerns, 

such as the Vietnam War. 

Celmins had a traumatic early childhood. In 1944 her family fled their native 

country of Latvia because of the Nazi invasion.
84

 They lived with Latvian refugees in 

Esslingen, Germany before escaping to Indianapolis in 1948.
85

 Celmins was an 

undergraduate at the John Herron Art School in Indianapolis where she painted in an 

Abstract Expressionist style.
86

 She moved to the West Coast in 1962 to attend graduate 

school at U.C.L.A. and obtained an apartment in Venice, California, where she would 

live for the next 15 years.  

Once she relocated to California, she quickly dismissed her earlier abstract style 

and decided to create what she described as “deadpan paintings” of items in her studio, 

such as Lamp # 1 of 1964 (fig. 2).
87

 In this series she begins to develop a style of painting 

that is super-realistic and soon led to her use of photographs as source materials for her 

work. The objects depicted in this series, including the lamp, were culled from Celmins’ 
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immediate environment. The color palette is largely gray and the objects exist in an 

indefinite space that suggests neither her studio nor any other location.
88

 In an interview 

between Celmins and artist Chuck Close, Close states, “I think those [early object 

paintings] are the most violent-looking paintings. … It’s the most dangerous hot plate, or 

the most dangerous heater or whatever, that I have ever seen. And they are scary for some 

reason.”
89

 The menacing potential that Close expresses can be attributed to the 

disquieting stillness and the anthropomorphic quality of the lamp in Lamp # 1 as well as 

of the heater and hot plate in Heater and Hot Plate of 1964 (fig. 3-4). By painting the 

lamp with a trailing electrical plug and the heater and hot plate with a red glow, it is 

almost as if the objects have the ability to come to life themselves.
90

  

The overt violence she began to depict in 1964-65 was foreshadowed by the 

unsettling scenes of her deadpan paintings. She persists in presenting objects in a 

similarly ambiguous space but introduces photographs into her creative process. The 

highly representational imagery of her earlier work remains. In fact the hyper-realistic 

style she previously developed presaged the detailed and exacting manner in which she 

painted after 1964 to replicate her photographic sources with great verisimilitude. The 

use of photographs as source material for paintings and the highly representational 

manner in which she painted appears incongruous with the abstract and industrialized 

Minimalist aesthetic that was predominate in New York at this time. Her decision to 

                                                 
88

 For more on her earlier “deadpan” paintings see, James Lingwood, “Pictures of Fact,” in Vija Celmins 

(London: Institute of Contemporary Arts, 1996); Judith Tannenbaum, “Vija Celmins: Holding On to the 

Surface,” in Vija Celmins (Philadelphia, PA: Institute of Contemporary Art, University of Pennsylvania, 

1992). 

 
89

 Celmins and Close, “Interview with Chuck Close (extracts) 1991,” 118. 

 
90

 Rosalind Wholden, “Los Angeles,” Arts Magazine (December 1964): 14–15. Los Angeles art critic 

Rosalind Wholden writes that Celmins “is able to fill common things with strangeness.” 



 27 

 

continue to paint at a time when the medium was eschewed by a number of her 

contemporaries has added to her erroneous status as an outlier. Despite the fact that fewer 

artists were painting in the 1960s, Celmins’ imagery echoes her art historical moment by 

blurring the boundaries of media and revealing the inadequacies of both painting and 

photography to fully represent objects.  

Celmins’ first paintings she made from photographs were of a gun a friend left in 

her studio (fig. 5).
91

 The painting Gun with Hand # 1 of 1964 shows a recently fired gun 

with a faint cloud of smoke surrounding the firearm (fig. 6). At this time she also painted 

Time Magazine Cover (1965) (fig. 7). Time Magazine Cover depicts the Watts Riots that 

began on August 11, 1965 and lasted for six days in Los Angeles. The threatening quality 

of the carefully painted images of guns and the beatings and riots caused Los Angeles art 

critic Rosalind Wholden to write that, “The captive onlooker begins to apprehend 

something more awful than the aggressive imagery in front of him. He begins to […] 

infer from the smoke screen, the sullen enmity of fire.”
92

 The hostility Wholden perceives 

reflects the same unease Close experiences when viewing her deadpan paintings. Celmins 

augments the ominous nature of her earlier paintings by choosing to depict innately 

dangerous objects.  

Although she continued to focus on this type of subject matter by painting World 

War II warplanes, how the images relate to the escalating violence in Vietnam has been 

overlooked. The artist collected plastic airplanes and ripped images from library books to 

create paintings like Burning Plane of 1965 (fig. 8). Art historians Michelle White, 
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Franklin Sirmans and Lane Relyea have claimed that this iconography stems from the 

autobiographical events of her past.
93

 However, the depiction of warplanes, guns and 

bombs cannot be solely attributed to the resurfacing of her traumatic childhood as their 

emergence coincided with the growing military aggression in Vietnam. Art historians’ 

insistence on privileging Celmins’ biography above all else to understand her imagery 

has diminished her connection to the larger state of political unrest that characterized the 

1960s and early 1970s.  

Despite their historical relevance, the immediacy of the imagery is mediated in 

the translation from photograph to painted image. As early as 1966, an observant critic 

discussed Celmins’ ability to draw attention to modes of representation and their limits. 

Art critic Susan R. Snyder explains that “there is a sense of something lost in the 

transition from photograph to painted picture.”
94

 The lost thing that Snyder refers to is the 

ability of the image to function convincingly either as a photograph or as a painting. The 

works medium hybridity caused the feelings of confused apprehension expressed by 

Wholden and Snyder. By combining painting and photography, Celmins exposes the 

breakdown of meaning that occurs when an art object exists outside of prescribed 

demarcations of medium specificity. In front of Celmins’ painting the viewer is not 

shocked as if he or she were looking at a photograph referring to a real object or event.
95
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Unlike a photograph, the painted image of the crashing plane does not unquestionably 

depict an actual tragedy. Conversely, the viewer is not convinced that he or she is not 

looking at an entirely invented painted scene divorced from reality. Celmins eludes the 

expectations of painting and photography and withholds both the imagined spaced of 

painting and the certainty of the photograph. Works like Burning Plane occupy a 

category between two modes of representation by using the techniques of painting to 

replicate a photograph. The categorical looseness destabilizes the cohesive art object, 

which opens up the morphology of art. The perplexity of her images also reveals how the 

consequences of adhering to the Greenbergian ideas of medium specificity result in a 

dependency upon artistic conventions that narrows our ability to understand a range of 

nontraditional art forms.  

In addition to the issues of medium specificity that Celmins addresses, she also 

participates in the efforts of Conceptual artists to destroy the detached art object by 

integrating the realms of art and political action. As previously discussed, modernism 

prioritized the autonomy of the art object. Seeking to divorce art from what art historian 

Charles Harrison calls “social-historical topicality or relevance,” modernist critics and 

artists omitted such factors from their work.
96

 For some Conceptual artists, the separation 

of aesthetics and politics prevented their artistic practices from having a meaningful 

relevance in society. Although the work of artists like Kawara and Ukeles has been 

recognized as opposing violence and women’s subjugation, Lippard, Blake Stimpson and 

others have argued that the interpretation of Conceptual art is plagued with a debilitating 
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hermeticism that ignores the larger political issues at stake.
97

 In a similar instance of 

oversight, critics and historians have discussed Celmins’ formal decisions while ignoring 

her political statements.
98

  

In the late 1960s Celmins inserted her art into debates about war, civil rights, 

violence and Vietnam. In regard to the violent iconography that constitutes her paintings 

of this period Celmins explains in her interview with Close that “the Vietnam War was 

going on, which I was totally crazed about.”
99

 For example, the oil on canvas painting 

Tulip Car #1 of 1966 is based on a photograph of the attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941 (fig. 

9).
100

 The gray scale painting shows a car filled with bullet holes and the driver slumped 

over onto the steering wheel. Tulip Car # 1 and her images of disaster and tragedy 

broadcast her opposition to the war in Vietnam by connecting the destruction of World 

War II to the present military conflict. She used World War II imagery instead of 

contemporaneous photographs of Vietnam in order to continue to reference her personal 
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experience. Just as she painted the objects she interacted with every day in her studio, she 

now depicts the scenes of devastation she encountered first hand as a child to convey her 

stance against the war in Vietnam.  

Kawara and Ukeles also created artworks that express their political resistance. 

These artists and Celmins eschew the autonomy of art objects by integrating non-

aesthetic issues into their paintings and performances. The Vietnam War also occupied 

Kawara who created Title [One Thing, 1965, Vietnam] in 1965 (fig 10). In this work 

three red canvases display white text that reads from left to right “One Thing,” “1965” 

and “Vietnam.” Commenting upon the state of affairs in 1965, Kawara can only 

acknowledge the Vietnam War. Other politically charged works include Ukeles’ 

Maintenance Art Performances that took place at the Wadsworth Athenaeum in Hartford, 

Connecticut in 1973-74. Composed of separate performance pieces, Ukeles performed 

acts of maintenance, such as mopping and dusting, both inside and outside the museum. 

Like Celmins, Ukeles’ work was not recognized for the issues of labor and public and 

private space that she addressed or for her engagement with the aesthetic question being 

explored by Conceptual artists.
101

 Molesworth notes that Ukeles’ Maintenance Art 

Performances were discounted to such an extent that the Wadsworth Athenaeum kept no 

records of her residency or her performances. 

The effects of work that deals with the issue of war and public and private labor 

by Celmins and her contemporaries, such as Kawara and Ukeles, are twofold. First, they 

draw attention to issues of inequality and violence. Second, they reject the independent 

status of art objects by grounding their work in anti-aesthetic issues, namely the Vietnam 
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War and women’s rights. Art historian Anne Rorimer argues that a defining feature of 

Conceptual art is the recognition that non-aesthetic factors are important for art making. 

Rorimer proposes that by “acknowledging the presence of viewers within an institutional, 

social, economic, or political context, Conceptual works of art, with few exceptions, have 

discarded the former properties and defining characteristics of the enframed static 

painting or the spatially detached sculpture.”
102

 These innovations enacted by Conceptual 

artists were achieved by expanding the structural limits of the traditional art experience 

and by creating work that was equally concerned with questions of aesthetics and politics.  

 

Dismantling Notions of Artistic Genius in Celmins’ Drawings of the 1970s 

 In 1968 Celmins began to create highly detailed drawings of the ocean and the 

desert and once again abandoned her earlier subject matter. Her medium changed as well. 

Instead of using oil on canvas she introduced graphite and paper into her oeuvre. As seen 

in Untitled (Ocean) of 1970 she extends the composition to the edges of the paper, 

eliminating a horizon (fig. 11). Celmins constructs an endless space that seems to recess 

into the infinite distance or deep into the picture plane. She used her own photographs of 

the Pacific Ocean taken from a pier near her studio in Venice, California and from her 

walks in the deserts of California, New Mexico and Arizona.
103

  

In these works the artist’s technical virtuosity is evident as she painstakingly 

translates her photographs into drawings. The drawings appear nearly identical to their 
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photographic sources. Relyea argues that her use of drawing undermines the notion of 

“artistic genius.”
104

 He explains, 

Celmins’ use of drawing is a case in point: it’s long been a staple of art 

education that drawing, more than painting and sculpture, approximates 

most closely to the artist’s mind […]. Thus it’s heavily identified with the 

creative subject; indeed, draughtsmanship, the ability to bestow beautiful 

form through line and contour, is often treated as synonymous with artistic 

genius itself. But Celmins doesn’t use drawing in this way; in fact, she 

only devotes herself to the medium once line has completely vanished 

from her pictures, once her images have grown most formless.
105

  

 

Relyea claims that her all over compositions are characterized by a “formlessness” that 

purges line and builds the image instead through a tonal gradation of gray hues. She also 

uses the techniques of drawing to more accurately translate photographs and not to reveal 

the direct connection that supposedly exists from the artist’s mind to his/her hand to the 

graphite pencil. In this way, she uses drawing as a tactic to question the myth of artistic 

genius. In Irregular Desert of 1973 careful and meticulous adaptations of the 

photographic source replace signs of genius or spontaneous creativity (fig. 12).
106

  

Celmins’ removal of subjectivity can be compared to LeWitt’s own method of 

production. LeWitt’s use of predetermined plans to create wall drawings, sculptures and 

installations, such as Cubic Construction: Diagonal 4, Opposite Corners 1 and 4 Units of 

1971, articulate a similar challenge to the notion of artistic genius by excluding 
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subjectivity (fig. 13).
107

 Both Celmins and LeWitt remove the unique hand of the artist by 

using the techniques of drawing to create a near facsimile of a photograph and to fulfill a 

system as a process for generating works of art.
108

 Both artists enact a reconfiguration of 

attributes of artistic production by transforming the artist from a creator into a mechanical 

follower of photographs, on the one hand, and formulaic systems, on the other. 

 

Conclusion 

 Previous critics and scholars have posited insular readings of Celmins’ body of 

work by comprehending her paintings and drawing through the lens of her biography. 

Additionally art historians have provided simplistic interpretations of her by focusing on 

its formal qualities to the exclusion of other related issues that appear in her work. By 

revealing the causes of the blind spots that have obscured Celmins’ art historical 

significance, this analysis demonstrates that she is an artist who was keenly aware of the 

overall questioning of aesthetics that was occurring in the late 1960s and 70s. She 

collapsed medium specificity in a manner that challenges traditional definitions of art 

forms. Furthermore, her rejection of the notions of artistic genius criticizes the authority 

of the museum and gallery networks to bestow value on a unique art object, tactics that 

defined Conceptual art and that allowed art historian Benjamin Buchloh to claim that 

“Conceptual Art truly became the most significant paradigmatic change of postwar 
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artistic production.”
109

 The larger implication of this chapter is the understanding that 

when we reject that art history develops along a singular path, in this instance from 

Minimalism to Conceptual art, more relationships come into focus that show affinities 

between artists previously considered unrelated.  
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CHAPTER 3 

ANNA MARIA MAIOLINO AND THE ROLE OF NEW FIGURATION IN 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF CONCEPTUAL ART IN BRAZIL 

In Brazil, Conceptualism has been positioned as the progeny of Neoconcretism, a 

seminal avant-garde movement founded in the late 1950s that sought active viewer 

participation.
110

 Scholars such as Mari Carmen Ramírez and Jacqueline Barnitz have 

overlooked that New Figuration, which began in the early 1960s and chronologically 

preceded the emergence of Conceptual art, was also instrumental in the evolution of 

Conceptualism in Brazil.
111

 New Figuration was a movement that employed Pop-oriented 

strategies, including the use of representational subject matter and images culled from 

mass media. Underestimating the influence of New Figuration’s approach precludes a full 

consideration of how such practices served as foundations for later avant-garde 

movements. In fact, a comparison of Neoconcretism and New Figuration reveals that the 

latter, through its focus on exposing the specific social and political conditions in Brazil, 

first introduced strategies of political resistance that became fundamental to Conceptual 

art.
112

  

Maiolino’s work of the 1960s and 1970s attests to the role New Figuration 

occupied in the development of Conceptualism in Brazil. The New Figuration woodcuts 
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and sculptures Maiolino created in the mid-1960s use representational imagery to explore 

issues of women’s rights and poverty and to express opposition to the Brazilian military 

dictatorship (1964-85). Her work thereby presages an analogous strategy and shares a 

common political agenda with later Conceptual artists. Furthermore, her 

nonrepresentational series of the 1970s and her contribution to the exhibition Mitos 

Vadios (Vagrant Myths) in 1978 shows Maiolino’s artistic progression from New 

Figuration to Conceptualism. Her work from the late 1970s employs the tactics of both 

New Figuration and Conceptual art and demonstrates how the former influenced the 

latter. In addition to her focus on societal issues, a persistent theme throughout her work 

is the representation of the somatic processes of the human body. Maiolino presents the 

acts of eating and defecation to assert the equality of human beings. She thereby 

engenders a viewing experience that eliminates hierarchal positioning and relates to 

Ettinger’s notion of the co-emergence of partial subjects.  

 

Brazilian Neoconcretism and New Figuration: The Origins of Conceptual Art 

Neoconcretism was founded in Rio de Janeiro in 1959. In the 1959 Neoconcrete 

manifesto, the artists stated, “We do not conceive of a work of art as a ‘machine’ or as an 

‘object,’ but as a quasi-corpus; that is to say, something that amounts to more than the 

sum of its constituent elements; something that analysis may break down into various 

elements but that can only be thoroughly understood by phenomenological means.”
113

 

For Neoconcrete artists, a work of art was an organic body that interacts with the 
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surrounding space and the viewers. The phenomenological focus of Neoconcretism was 

expressed in art objects created by artists, such as Hélio Oiticica and Lygia Clark, that 

foregrounded active participation, sensorial experiences and nonlinguistic forms of 

expression.
114

 Brazilian Conceptualism is considered by scholars to be highly indebted to 

this earlier movement because the Neoconcretists restructured the traditional viewing 

experience and engaged a larger segment of society.  

In their manifesto the Neoconcrete artists renounced the rationalism of the 

Concrete movement that had active groups in São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro from 1952-

60.
115

 The Grupo Ruptura, which began in São Paulo in 1952, was the first group of 

Concrete artists in Brazil.
116

 In the Ruptura Manifesto artists, such as Waldemar 

Cordeiro, Geraldo de Barros and others, stated that art should be understood “as a means 

of knowledge deducible from concepts, situating it above opinion and demanding, for its 

review, a previous knowledge.”
117

 The Concretists prioritized a mode of artistic 

production that was based on theories and principles, which manifested in the formal 
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vocabulary of geometric abstraction.
118

 Neoconcretists believed the strict adherence to 

rational concepts and the rejection of subjectivity in the Concrete movement produced 

alienation by separating art from the materiality of everyday experience.
119

  

Clark’s Bichos (Critters), which she began to make in 1960, elucidate the 

phenomenological approach that was central to Neoconcretism and antithetical to the 

Concrete program (fig. 14).
120

 The Bichos were made of metal and were meant to be 

manipulated by the participant so that their shape would transform with the person’s 

movement. According to art historian and critic Paulo Herkenhoff, the individual could 

“perform them organically.”
121

 The relationships fostered by participatory practices were 

deeply personal and affirmative rather than hegemonic and hierarchal. Clark and other 

Neoconcrete artists provided sensorial experiences that reconfigured the relationship 

between the viewer and the art object, employing tactics such as the transformation of the 

spectator from a passive into an active participant that continued to influence artists 

throughout the 1960s and 70s.  
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Between the emergence of the Neoconcrete movement and development of 

Conceptualism, New Figuration developed in the early 1960s. Its members included 

Maiolino and the artists Antonio Dias, Rubens Gerchman and Roberto Magalhães.
122

 In 

response to the control and censorship of the gallery and museum in the context of the 

military dictatorship, New Figurationists sought out new venues and used public spaces 

to present their work.
123

 New Figuration artists also communicated degrees of social and 

economic inequality by featuring the often marginalized realm of the urban poor in their 

work.
124

 Unlike the Neoconcretists, whose works were nonfigural, Maiolino, Dias and 

Gerchman prioritized representational imagery, using formats and images from 

newspapers, comic strips and magazines as their sources. The New Figurationists 

explored what Maiolino calls “the renewal in the questions of representation.”
125

 Here 

Maiolino is referring to the attempts at self-representation that occupied many Brazilian 

artists in the early 1960s who sought to establish an autonomous form of Brazilian 

expression.
126
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In Latin America, the predominance of figurative modes of expression began in 

Mexico in the 1950s and was followed by a fully articulated Pop art movement that 

spread throughout Central and South America in the early 1960s.
127

 According to Barnitz, 

Pop-oriented strategies, including the use of popular imagery, were better suited to 

convey the artists’ messages to the poverty stricken.
128

 Despite Maiolino, Barnitz and 

other’s claims that Pop art and assemblage were prevalent in the 1960s, some scholars 

have negated the presence of Pop art or “the art of things” in countries like Brazil and 

Argentina, which has added to the absence of New Figuration in the historiographies of 

Conceptual art.
129

  

For artist and writer Luis Camnitzer, the socio-economic disadvantages in Latin 

American countries did not serve as fertile ground for the growth of Pop-oriented 

strategies.
130

 He explains,  

Perhaps pop art failed to influence art styles in Latin America because of 

its disregard for politics, and because consumer products, other than those 

connected with religion, never inspired any art of relevance in Latin 

America. Whatever icons of consumption there may have been were 

derived from imported items, so that to the extent that they appeared in art 

at all, it was usually with sarcasm. The consumer icon in the Latin 

American context would only work as an acknowledgment of the 

consumer as a victim of market expansion within economic 

underdevelopment. It never occurred to any Latin American artists to 

adopt a Coca-Cola bottle as a friendly taken-for-granted fetish.
131
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In contradiction to his interpretation, there were, in fact, variations of Pop Art manifested 

in Latin America in the early 1960s. These included not only New Figuration in Brazil, 

but also Otra Figuración in Argentina and NeoFiguration in Mexico.
132

 The rejection of 

Pop art by Camnitzer is the result of his use of a narrow definition of the movement. He 

proposes that Pop art can only exist within the U.S. context whereas Barnitz explains that 

Latin American Pop art differs from other geographic locations by focusing on people 

instead of objects.
133

 While it is incorrect to claim that all U.S. and British Pop art merely 

fetishized “icons of consumption,” as Camnitzer and Barnitz imply, it is appropriate to 

note that the focus of movements like New Figuration was not objects or consumer 

goods. Instead, as seen in the work of Maiolino and her colleagues, popular subject 

matter in the form of magazines and newspapers were used to expose the circumstances 

under which people were living in Brazil.  

 

Maiolino’s New Figurationist Woodcuts and Reliefs from the 1960s 

The connection Maiolino creates between literacy and disenfranchisement is 

evident in her works of the 1960s. As de Zegher has argued, “Maiolino’s work, from the 

very beginning, relates food to language and language to food.”
134

 Maiolino’s Glu Glu 

Glu… (1966-67), which is exemplary of New Figuration, exists both as a painted relief 
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and as a woodcut print (figs. 15 and 16). In the earlier relief Maiolino shows the exposed 

intestines and torso of a person whose mouth is open as if he or she were eating. Below 

the figure’s face, which consists of only a mouth, the words “glu,” “glu,” “glu” extend 

down the throat as if they were being ingested. In 1967 she returned to the iconography 

of Glu Glu Glu…, creating a woodcut.
135

 Like the earlier relief, the print is divided into 

two registers, which depicts of a table and a toilet. It shows a person sitting at a table with 

plates of food in front of them. The figure’s mouth is open as if he or she is about to eat.  

Maiolino explained that Glu Glu Glu… presents the hardships caused by military 

repression, including poverty, hunger and inaccessibility to adequate resources.
136

 The 

pained facial expression of the figure in the relief as s/he consumes not food but words 

evidences Maiolino’s correlation between the access to language and the availability of 

adequate food. In the print the person is present at the table, however, s/he has no arms to 

feed him or herself and the spatial configuration of the figure and the table is ambiguous 

making it difficult to discern if s/he is far away from or close to the food. Maiolino 

explains that her work about hunger is concerned with “the hunger of my childhood, of 

Brazil, of the whole world.”
137

 In both the relief and the woodcut the elementary task of 

eating is problematized and presented as a difficulty. Furthermore, Maiolino introduces 

her focus on bodily needs that she continues to explore throughout her career. 
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Maiolino’s use of marginalized subject matter, seen in the relief A Espera 

(Waiting) of 1967, reinforces the politically challenging nature of her early reliefs and 

woodcuts that present issues of hunger, women’s rights and civil liberties (fig. 17).
138

 

Throughout the 1960s Maiolino explains that she was “motivated by intimate situations 

and experiences, such as women’s everyday life. It was a socially excluded theme … it 

still is.”
139

 In Waiting she explores the relegated responsibilities of housework. The relief 

depicts the silhouette of a woman standing at a window. She waits for her laundry to dry, 

which hangs on a line in the foreground. The window functions as a portal onto the 

outside world.
140

 Herkenhoff explains that in Waiting there is “a weaving of spaces of 

desire and subjectivity: a combining of the house and the street, the domestic and the 

public.”
141

 It is more than a combining, however; it is a transgression of these binaries. 

The woman is within the private realm of the home, but her labor has crossed the 

threshold of the window and occupies a place in the public sphere. Maiolino situates 

women’s labor in a nondomestic space, asserting its equal contribution to the 

advancement of society.  
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 Maiolino and her New Figuration colleagues’ works were as a whole oriented 

towards the poverty stricken, victims of crime and women. For example, a work by the 

artist’s then husband Gerchman titled Lindonéia –a Gioconda do suburbia (To Pretty 

Lindonéia) of 1966-67 embodies the geographic and temporal specificity that 

characterized New Figuration (fig. 18). The work depicts a fictionalized crime, modeled 

off of contemporaneous news reports about a young woman who was murdered.
142

 It 

displays a picture of the woman’s face in a silver frame. The text reads, “AN 

IMPOSSIBLE LOVE/ BEAUTIFUL EIGHTEEN YEAR OLD LINDONÉIA DIED 

INSTANTLY.” When compared to Clark’s Bichos, which address a non-gendered, non-

class specific subject, Gerchman’s portrait reveals the diverging focuses of 

Neoconcretism and New Figuration.
143

 Whereas Clark and others wanted to draw an 

undefined public together through shared bodily experiences, the New Figurationists 

concentrated on exposing specific injustices that occurred in Brazil in the mid- to late 

1960s. Gerchman’s work addresses a specific audience that would recognize the actual 

event to which he refers in To Pretty Lindonéia. A viewer would associate the frame with 

images of the deceased and the format of the composition with reports of crime. In short, 

the specificity of their work narrows their audience, but presents pressing societal issues. 

Despite their varying approaches, there was interaction between these artistic 

movements. Neoconcrete and New Figuration artists both participated in the Nova 

                                                 
142

 Duarte, The 60s: Transformations of Art in Brazil, 42. 

 
143

 Barnitz, Twentieth-Century Art of Latin America, 219–222; Clark and Bois, “Nostalgia of the Body,” 96. 

In 1960 Clark described her Bichos as providing “a kind of embrace between two living entities. It's in fact 

a dialogue through which the Beast reacts-thanks to its own specific circuit of movements-to the spectator's 

stimulus.” The work does not exist without the participant but the person is defined in the broadest possible 

sense as a “living entity,” creating a universal focus that distinguished Neoconcretism from New 

Figuration.  

 



 46 

 

objetividade brasileira (The New Brazilian Objectivity) exhibition organized by Oiticica 

at the Museu de Arte Moderna in Rio de Janeiro in 1967. The exhibition combined and 

showcased a large swath of avant-garde trends occurring in Brazil. Among the works 

exhibited were woodcuts and a sculpture by Maiolino.
144

 Ramírez claims that The New 

Brazilian Objectivity exhibition was informed by multiple tendencies including those that 

would come to define the emerging Conceptual art movement.
145

 The “Declarations of 

the Basic Principles of the Avant-Garde” was the preface to the exhibition and was 

signed by Dias, Gerchman and Maiolino as well as Oiticica, Clark and others. These 

Brazilians believed that progressive artists should utilize the “mobilization of available 

media, with the purpose of altering or contributing to the alteration of passivity and 

stagnation.”
146

 The declaration enumerates many of the same tactics that identified later 

Conceptualist practices, including the rejection of the art market and its institutions, the 

integration of the public and the use of mass media to communicate to a broad audience.  

 

The Growth of Latin American Conceptual Art and Maiolino’s Work of the 1970s 

Conceptual art grew out of the artistic environment created by New Figuration 

and Neoconcretism and was informed by both movements. Conceptual art in Brazil 

emerged under the increased repression of the dictatorship in the late 1960s and early 
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1970s. In 1968 the government enacted the Institutional Act No. 5, which allowed 

officials to strip the political rights of any citizen and to enact extreme measures of 

censorship.
147

 The tactics employed by artists, such as Maiolino, Oiticica and Cildo 

Meireles, therefore, must be understood as growing out of a social context where 

oppression and censorship shaped artistic expression.  

Ramírez and Camnitzer have argued that the Latin American dictatorships of the 

1960s, 70s and 80s determined the nature of Latin American Conceptual art.
148

 Ramírez 

identifies three differences between Latin American and U.S. Conceptualism, which 

instantiate her claims for the autonomy of Latin American artistic expression.
149

 First, 

Latin American artists focused on social and ethical issues rather than aesthetics or what 

Ramírez refers to as “self-referential” concerns.
150

 Second, she maintains that Latin 

American artists rejected the dematerialization of the art object.
151

 Instead the object 

became central through a particularly efficacious appropriation of the Duchampian 

readymade, which allowed it to function as a conduit for communication on a mass 

scale.
152

 By appropriating the same systems of communication that enabled restrictive 

governmental control, artists were able to destabilize those very systems and the 
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ideologies they produced. For example, in Meireles’ Insertions into Ideological Circuits: 

Coca-Cola Project of 1970 the artist used the circulation system of consumer goods to 

propagate subversive messages (fig. 19).
153

 He printed the words “Yankees Go Home” on 

the bottles and put them back into circulation to produce what he called “counter-

information.”
154

 This work also manifests the third feature that distinguishes Latin 

American Conceptual art, namely the analysis of structures that disseminate meaning.
155

 

Underlying all three features is the importance of the public, which acts as an integral 

component effectively completing the circuit comprised of the artists, artworks and 

viewers that redistributes information. The prioritization of the public is exemplified in 

Meireles’ statement, “We wanted to work out a new concept of the public. At that time, 

everything was centered around our work, and our objective was to reach as large and 

indefinite a number of people as possible: that thing called the public.”
156

 As Meireles 

suggests, there were many artists, including Maiolino, who in the 1970s turned their 

attention to the construction of audiences.  

There was an abeyance in Maiolino’s career after she participated in the New 

Brazilian Objectivity exhibition. In 1968 Gerchman was given a scholarship from the 

Brazilian government to live and work in New York City. Gerchman, Maiolino and their 

two children moved to the United States that same year. Her husband’s scholarship 
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allowed Maiolino to continue to be a part of artistic circles, which included Oiticica and 

Camnitzer.
157

 She did not, however, create work at this time because of the need to 

financially support her family.
158

 Many Brazilian artists were living outside of Brazil at 

that time because of the increasing severity of the military dictatorship.
159

 Maiolino was 

able to escape some of the disastrous effects of the increasingly oppressive dictatorship 

while living in New York City from 1968-71. Of her time in New York, Maiolino 

explains, “It was an important place for art at that time, there was Pop and Conceptual art 

was just beginning, a parallel situation to that in Brazil.”
160

 Her exposure to Conceptual 

art in particular would be significant for her work of the 1970s. 

Maiolino returned to Brazil and to her work in 1971. The decade of the 1970s was 

a very productive period for the artist. She began to use photography and Super-8 film as 

part of her artistic expression and fully articulated her mode of drawing.
161

 She 

abandoned representation and created works where she thinks through systems of spatial 

and conceptual organization, such as Capítulo I (Chapter I, 1971) and Capítulo II 

(Chapter II, 1976) from the series Mapas Mentais (Mental Maps) (figs. 20 and 21). In 
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Chapter I and Chapter II grids and language have replaced popular imagery and serve to 

configure her memory and life experiences. Her focus on mental processes, language and 

ideas displays the influence of Conceptualism. Despite the austere aesthetic of these 

pieces, Maiolino continues her focus on the personal and the bodily. She includes words 

such as “childbirth,” “panic,” “pain,” “illness” and “anguish.” While the rigid structure 

that consists of carefully spaced squares and the typographical text suggests her mastery 

over the emotions and occurrences enumerated through language, upon closer inspection 

the words are arbitrarily spaced. Some squares are blank as if there are feelings and 

events yet to be plotted and words such as “questions” signify uncertainty. Furthermore, 

the grid is separated by broken lines, which suggests that the events and emotions of her 

life are related and move through permeable boundaries affecting all the areas of her life. 

Her personal struggles, which are traversed in the Mental Maps series, were 

translated in 1978 into the universal concerns of hunger and inequality, issues she first 

explored at the start of her career. In 1978 she participated in the Vagrant Myths 

exhibition organized by Oiticica and Edwaldo Granado to protest the first Latin American 

São Paulo Biennial of the same year titled Mitos e Magia (Myths and Magic).
162

 The 

protest exhibition, which consisted of art installations and performances, was held in a 

vacant lot in São Paulo. Maiolino contributed two works, Monumento à Fome 

(Monument to Hunger, 1978) and Estado Escatológico (Scatological State, 1978) (figs. 

22 and 23). These works not only emphatically reassert the efficacy of representational 
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imagery in her oeuvre, but also exhibit many of the features that defined New Figuration 

and Latin American Conceptual art, including a dismissal of traditional art institutions 

and an exposure of economic disadvantages.  

The issues of hunger in Monument to Hunger and defecation in Scatological State 

were first presented in her work from the early 1960s, specifically in her woodcut Glu 

Glu Glu…, which depicts food and a toilet. In Monument to Hunger Maiolino 

reconfigures her earlier references to hunger and renews the representational New 

Figurationist aesthetic seen in Glu Glu Glu… by incorporating found objects. Monument 

to Hunger consists of two bags that contain rice and beans. The sacks are tied together 

with a black ribbon meant to symbolize death and placed on black tablecloth. As 

Maiolino explained, Monument to Hunger was “a work in which I tried, through a poetic 

act, to directly address the problem of hunger in Brazil.”
163

 Maiolino appropriates the 

Brazilian cultural signifiers     rice and beans     to communicate the destitute conditions of 

Brazil, equating a laudatory symbol of Brazilian culture with the shocking poverty and 

hunger of her country and the world.
164

 Specifically, as linguist Roland Barthes has 

analyzed with regard to how wine and cheese function ideologically to symbolize French 
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prosperity and national identity, Maiolino, Meireles and others use their own cultural 

symbols to subvert national identity in order to manipulate ideology.
165

  

Maiolino’s work, Scatological State, addresses issues of economic inequality and 

the persistent stratification of society in Brazil. The installation was comprised of 

different kinds of toilet paper hanging on a wall. The toilet paper is arranged from the 

most expensive commercial brands to the most basic examples of leaves and newspapers. 

Maiolino explains, “This work is an ironic statement regarding the consumer pretensions 

of the dominant class and the market, both of which try to bring ‘status’ to something as 

basic as defecation, a physiological necessity that makes men equal- just as we are equal 

at the moment of our birth and of our death.”
166

 Maiolino reveals the hierarchies that 

separate society and makes overt that inequity has filtered every aspect of life. For 

Maiolino, the human body is the locus of all experience, whether physical or emotional. 

The political issues she presents in her work are underpinned by her continual exploration 

of the needs and growth of the body. Maiolino proposes that our shared corporeality 

functions as a sign of our common humanity. One could even argue that the universal 

needs of the body highlighted by Maiolino not only counteract the stratification of 

society, but also the divisive effects of the phallic paradigm.  

De Zegher has argued that Maiolino’s focus on unifying bodily processes is part 

of a larger attempt to represent the creative power that is inherent in all human beings by 
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connecting bodily functions with the ability to create.
167

 The belief in universal creative 

potential recognizes agency in all individuals. Maiolino’s focus on what goes into and out 

of the body is also similar to Ettinger’s co-emergence of partial subjects. Ettinger’s 

subjects mutually acknowledge one another and recognize connectivity through shared 

experience. Maiolino attempts to create equality among the public by showing how our 

bodies and basic needs relate us to one another. The efficacy of Maiolino’s work is in her 

ability to show how the transformation of society can be achieved by any human being 

through creative expression and resistance.  

 

Conclusion 

The avant-garde movements of the late 1950s-60s created the cultural 

environment in which Conceptual artists could combine the non-traditional viewing 

experiences central to Neoconcretism with the political agenda of New Figuration. By 

examining the trajectory of Maiolino’s career and the historiographies of Conceptual art, 

we can see that New Figuration occupied a meaningful place in the development of 

Conceptualism. Scholars have tended to view the political aggression of Conceptual art in 

Brazil as a result of the repressive dictatorial government. By considering the work 

produced by the artists associated with New Figuration, we can understand how the 

political nature of Conceptual art had been established and cultivated in artistic circles 

since the early 1960s.   
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CONCLUSION 

In the historiographies of U.S. and Brazilian Conceptual art, scholars have 

privileged nonrepresentational modes of expression, namely Minimalism and 

Neoconcretism. The emphasis placed on these movements has prevented us from 

considering the full range of influences that had significant roles in the development of 

Conceptual art. The blind spot that has obscured the impact of post-war realism is in part 

the result of the domination of abstraction after World War II. In the U.S. context, Phelan 

explains that given the prevailing absence of figuration in Abstract Expressionism, “the 

art critic became an often essential mediator between the work and the viewer.”
168

 The 

abstract canvases and the cryptic ideas of Abstract Expressionism in the U.S. and 

geometric abstraction in Brazil caused viewers to become dependent upon the critic and 

art historian to decipher the meaning of the artwork. For the critic, this new role enabled a 

hegemonic control over the significance of a work of art.  

The authority of the art historian and critic was in fact one of the circumstances 

Conceptual artists struggled to overcome by taking on such interpretive roles themselves 

and by creating work that considers the meaning and functioning of art objects.
169

 I 

believe some of the efficacy of Conceptual artists’ efforts to question the role of the critic 

in the construction of meaning has been counteracted by subsequent scholars that have 
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continued to act as informed translators, choosing to align Conceptual art with abstract art 

in order to preserve the “critic as essential mediator” position and in turn relegating post-

war realism to a position of insignificance. In this way critics could situate themselves at 

the center of specific art movements and continue to demystify and provide meaning for 

abstract works of art just as they had done throughout the immediate post-war period.
170

 

The case of Celmins and Maiolino demonstrates the influence of post-war realism in 

Conceptualism and reveals a bias that has more to do with the conditioning of the critic 

and historian than with developing accurate historical accounts. 

I have argued that post-war realism is not an aberration from Minimalism and 

Conceptualism, but rather is another node in a network of artistic practices. As noted in 

the prior chapters, critics have overlooked the ability of post-war realism to challenge 

traditional aesthetic conventions, namely medium specificity and the notions of artistic 

genius, and to create politically effective works that address pressing societal issues. 

Using Celmins and Maiolino as case studies we can see that post-war realism 

underpinned the political nature of Conceptual art and that both artists were not, in fact, 

outliers within the art historical moment of the 1960s and 70s. 

The larger aim of my research has been to situate this thesis within a trajectory of 

recent feminist scholarship. Looking at women artists allows us to consider new 

                                                 
170

 Daniel A. Siedell, “Contemporary Art Criticism and the Legacy of Clement Greenberg: Or, How 

Artwriting Earned Its Good Name,” Journal of Aesthetic Education 36, no. 4 (December 1, 2002): 26. 

Siedell explains that with the publication of Art and Culture in 1961 art criticism, “had been transformed 

into a rigorous aesthetic and historical narrative, a narrative whose main character was not European art, 

Abstract Expressionism, Post-Painterly Abstraction, or even art at all. It was the critic himself. Artists 

makes appearances, they play important roles. Picasso is trotted on the stage, Pollock enters and exits, 

Rouault is dragged out and revealed to be deficient. But the main character, the hero of the narrative, is not 

the art, it is Greenberg. He is the one who constructs the stage, leads the artists on and off, even shouts their 

lines when necessary.” Greenberg was most responsible for establishing the authoritative role of the art 

critic. In fact, as Siedell claims, Greenberg’s legacy is the result of his writings on art criticism and  his 

formulation of the role of the art critic and not his remarks or writings about specific artists such as Jackson 

Pollock. 
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influences and tactics for different art movements and to formulate more comprehensive 

genealogies. Like the artists of de Zegher’s Inside the Visible, Maiolino and Celmins 

were separated geographically and working in two different social and political contexts. 

Despite these factors, I have shown how they are related in their approaches that 

reconfigured the art object, the artist and the art institution. More broadly, I have 

considered understudied women artists. Efforts such as this that bring women artists to 

the forefront of scholarship fundamentally alter the construction of the art historical 

canon. In conjunction with my expansion of the canon, I have also advocated for a multi-

focused approach to art history that advocates plurality. Similar to the global outlook of 

De Zegher, the organizing principle that has structured my argument is that the history of 

art develops in a web of interrelated relationships.   
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APPENDIX A. 

FIGURES 

 

Figure 1. Judy Chicago, Through the Flower, 1973. Sprayed acrylic on canvas, 61 x 61 

in. Private Collection, New York 
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Figure 2. Vija Celmins, Lamp # 1, 1964. Oil on canvas, 24 ½  x 35 inches. Collection of 

the artist 

 

Figure 3. Celmins, Heater, 1964. Oil on canvas, 47 ½ x 48 inches. Whitney Museum of 

American Art, New York 
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Figure 4. Celmins, Hot Plate, 1964. Oil on canvas, 25 x 35 inches. Collection of the artist 

 

Figure 5. Celmins, source image for 1964 gun paintings, 1964. Photograph, Dimensions 

unknown. Collection of the artist 
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Figure 6. Celmins, Gun with Hand #1, 1964. Oil on canvas, 24 ½ x 34 ½. The Museum of 

Modern Art, New York 

 

 

Figure 7. Celmins, Time Magazine Cover, 1965. Oil on canvas, 22 x 16 inches. 

Collection of the artist 
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Figure 8. Celmins, Burning Plane, 1965. Oil on canvas, 14 ½ x 24 inches. Collection of 

Joni and Monte Gordon, Los Angeles 

 

Figure 9. Celmins, Tulip Car #1, 1966. Oil on canvas, 16 x 27 inches. National Gallery of 

Art, Washington D.C. 
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Figure 10. On Kawara, Title [One Thing, 1965, Vietnam], 1965. Liquitex on canvas, 2 

parts: 46 ½ x 57 ½ x 1 ¾ inches and 1 part: 51 ½ x 63 x 1 ¾ inches. Collection of the 

artist 

 

Figure 11. Celmins, Untitled (Ocean), 1970. Graphite on acrylic ground on paper, 14 1/8 

x 18 7/8. The Museum of Modern Art, New York 
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Figure 12. Celmins, Irregular Desert, 1973. Graphite on synthetic polymer ground on 

paper, 12 x 15 inches. The Museum of Modern Art, New York 

 

Figure 13. Sol LeWitt, Cubic Construction: Diagonal 4, Opposite Corners 1 and 4 Units, 

1971. Painted wood, 24 ½ x 24 ¼ x 24 ¼. The Museum of Modern Art, New York 
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Figure 14. Lygia Clark, Bicho (Critter), 1962. Anodized aluminum, 21 x 35 ½ x 21 ½ 

inches (variable). The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston 

 

Figure 15. Anna Maria Maiolino, Glu Glu Glu…, 1966. Acrylic ink and cloth on wood, 

43 x 23 x 5 inches. Museu de Arte Moderna, Rio de Janeiro 
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Figure 16. Maiolino, Glu Glu Glu.., 1967. Woodcut, 26 x 19 inches. Edition of 20. 

Collection of the artist 

 

Figure 17. Maiolino, A Espera (Waiting), 1967. Wood, acrylic, ink, rope and cloth, 50 x 

48 ½ x 11 ¾ inches. Ella Fontanals Cisneros Collection, Miami 
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. 

Figure 18. Rubens Gerchman, Lindonéia –a Gioconda do suburbia (To Pretty 

Lindonéia), 1966-67. Mixed media, 23 ½ x 23 ½ inches. Collection of the artist 
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Figure 19. Cildo Meireles, Inserções em Circuitos Ideológicos: Projeto Coca-Cola 

(Insertions into Ideological Circuits: Coca-Cola Project), 1970. 3 glass bottles, 3 metal 

caps, liquid and adhesive labels with text, 98 ½ x 23 ½ x 23 ½ inches. Tate Modern, 

London 

 

 

http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artists/cildo-meireles-6633
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Figure 20. Maiolino, Capítulo I (Chapter I), from the series Mapas Mentais (Mental 

Maps), 1971. India Ink and Letraset on paper, 20 ¼ x 20 ¼ x 1 1/3 inches. Collection 

Michael M. Herschmann 
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Figure 21. Maiolino, Capítulo II (Chapter II), from the series Mapas Mentais (Mental 

Maps), 1976. India Ink and Letraset on paper, 20 ¼ x 20 ¼ x 1 1/3 inches. Collection 

Verȏnica Gerchman 
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Figure 22. Maiolino, Monumento à Fome (Monument to Hunger), 1978. Table, fabric, 

ribbon, plastic bags, rice and beans, Dimensions variable. Collection of the artist 
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Figure 23. Maiolino, Estado Escatológico (Scatological State), 1978. Different types of 

toilet paper, tissue, newspaper, paper and leaves, Dimensions variable. Collection of the 

artist 

 


