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STATEMENT

year ago, | first approached Robert Pincus-Witten with the proposal that he curate a limited

retrospective exhibition lor the Universily Art Galleries al Wright State University. | was in-
ested in assembling an exhibition of modest size which could travel to smaller institutions whose
programs are directed toward the examination of contemporary art and its attendan! issues.

Alter some discussion, Dr. Pincus-Witten chose [0 organize an exhibit of the pholographic
works of John Baldessari. It was in his mind a project of timely importance as Baldessari's work
had not up to that point been dealt with comprehensively in this country

Once our project was bagun, we became aware of The New Museum's project also well un-
derway to assemble a larger scale relrospective of Baldessari's work. A series of communica-
tions and meetings followed in which various modes of collaboration were explored. The final de-
cision was to publish jointly this document and to continue as originally planned with our respec-
tive exhibitions.

It is our hope that the presence of two differently scated touring exhibitions will make John
Baldessari's work accessible o a broader audience across lhe country, and that this catalog will
provide a suitably extensive discussion of the work for some lime 10 come.

—Michael Jones
Director of the University Art Galleries
Wright Stale University, Inc.
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JOHN BALDESSARI:

PURSUING THE UNPREDICTABLE

“Mever neglect the cbvious.'—Dorothy Wald

(14 I will not make any more boring art,” John Baldessari wrote over and over again in a work done
in 1971, The impulse for the piece, he says, came from a dissatisfaction with “the faliout of
minimalism,’”' bul its implications are far greater than its source. It is typical of Baldessari's work,
for not only is it extrermely funny, but it is also a strategy, a set of conditions, a directive, a parados-
ical staterment, and a commeniary on the art world with which it is involved. Like all his work to
date, it addresses, on many comples levels, issues about art, language, information, games, and

the world at large.

Asked 1o participate in an exhibition in Mova Scotia for which there were no funds avail-
able to cover the artist's traveling expenses, Baldessari requested that people wrile thal same
sentence on the walls as many times as they wished. Although two similar pieces, a videolape
and a lithograph, incorporated his own handwriting, Baldessari's completed project for Nova
Scolia was ultimately executed by others. This strategy recurs throughout his career in different
forms. In fact, much of what Baldessari has done is dependent upon what friends, students, or
studio assistanis can or cannot do.

Though there is no “drawing” in the conventional sense in this work, it lacks the obscurily
and self-consciousness of most conceplual arl which uses only language. 1L is & pun on the thing
it most resembles, But the best thing of all about this particular work is that, for the most part, it's
true. He does not make boring art,

This particular pigce was presented in several forms, indicating that he doesn'l hesitate 1o
use any media that interest him. Thus, his work consists of films, videotlapes, prints, photographs,
texts, drawings, found images, and combinations of these. An event or situation will be staged,
then taped; photographs taken at random [rom the television will have a word or words assigned
to them by someone else, providing the raw malerial for one or more future pieces: an action will
be filmed and stills from it used in a different context; or the work of another artist will be ulilized
by Baldessarl in a way which completely allers its original intention

Baldessari’s work is at once misunderstood and enormously welldiked; in the first case
because beneath the seeming simplicity of his use of images, words, and gestures lurks a Pan-
dora’s box of difficult and provecative ideas, indicaling the artist's extensive reading and immer-
sign in the philgsophical currents of his time, and in the laller case because the work embraces
the cbvious and presentsil 1o us in a new context, reflecting a wonderfully cutrageous, yet subtle,
sense of humor, Baldessari's work aclually makes us laugh, without in any way detracting from its
serious concerns, The most impoartant thing to him is, he says, that | really care about meaning
inart. | want Ihings to look simple. bul to raise issues, and to have more than one level of compre-
hension.” To this end, Baldessari's work over the past decade and a half? can bes| be understood
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in terms ol overlapping areas of concern: the artist as teacher; the artis! as strategist; the artist as
sloryleller; the arlist as artisl.

It is characteristically quirky ol Baldessari that he wanted io be an arl crilic belore ha
wanted 1o be an artist, and with this in mind started working toward an arl history degree at
Berkeley in 1954. Dissalisfied with what he was doing, he began to paint, influenced al first by Ce-
zanne, Malisse, and Abstract Expressionism, Then, ingpired by Dada and Surrealist literary and
visual ideas, he incorporaled photographs of demolished buildings and wall fragments containing
letters and bits of words info his paintings. He also jotted down lragments of overheard conversa-
tions 1o usa in his work, finding the fragmeants ol more interest than the whole. He then made
paintings oul of aluminum scraps, which were bent to look like crumpled paper and scatterad
throughout the room on the floor. ' liked the whole idea of incompleteness, but you could really
figure the whole thing out from one of the bits.”

Eventually he found himsall “'gelting tired of trying 1o make those things into ar.”" He de-
cided instead to use the noles he'd made as his work. His ideas of art had seriously ruplured and
expanded, he says. and he wanted 10 do more than just painl. "'l got 1o a point where | was pretly
bitter aboul art ingeneral, and | figured "Why not give people what they undersiand most, which is
the written word and the photograph.” | just reasoned perversely: ‘Why fight it? Why don't you just
give them what they wan?" '™

The first 45" x 59" work marking this transition was a series of slandard canvases, each
containing a photographic image andlior a letiered text.® According 1o his notes, “some of the
photographs were originally taken for non-art use, some were laken 1o violate then-current photo-
graphic norms, and others were taken by pointing the camera blindly oul the window while driv-
ing"® The only ““arl signal” Baldessari wanted was the canvas, but he had someone else build
and prime them. He mostly used lexis laken direclly from art books, and had a sign painter letter
the texts in the most straightforward way. The response 1o this work, he says, was net particularly
good. Al lirs|, the only paople who wera interasted were other arlisis. Howeaver, alter being hired
lo teach al the University of California in San Diego. he was given a solo show in 1968 by Molly
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Barnes in Los Angeles. Another Los Angeles dealer, Nicholas Wilder, was supportive and put Bal-
dessari in touch with Richard Bellamy in Mew York. Bellamy gave him a list of artists he thought
Baldessari would enjoy meeting, among them Robert Barry, Joseph Kosuth, Lawrence Wainer,
Dan Graham, Douglas Huebler, and Mel Bochner. Consequenily Baldessari began to feel soma-
whal less solated. In NewYork, the only professional interest was shown by Michael Findlay, then
director of the Richard Feigen Gallery. Baldessari was lirst included there in a three-person show
in 1968, then given his first solo Mew York exhibition in 1970, Subsequently several European deal-
ers became interested in his work, and until fairly recently, it was better known in Europe than in
the United States,

The 1966-68 paintings were on canvas only because Baldessari didn't think he could work
them into an art context otherwise. The Commissioned Paintings of that same period, however,
were themselves derived from an arl context, albeit a slightly different one. By visiting amaleur
arl exhibilions, he found fourteen painters who agreed to do work on commission. A slandard
canvas with a delineated area within which the work was to be executed and about a dozen 35
millimeter slides of various objects were then defivered to each artist. He or she was asked o
choose one of the slides and 1o paint as faithiul a rendition of the image as possible. When com-
pieted, the words A PAINTING BY........" were added by a sign painter, and the entries then
exhibiled in & more avant-garde context than the one to which the ' Sunday painters’ were ac-
customed. They were for Baldessari an important use of arl to make arl,

These very early works are consistent in organization and intent with many of Baldessari's
interests in subsequent years. The source material used by the commissioned painters, for in-
stance, was acquired by Baldessari's having someone wander and point o things of interest, and
then having both the pointing finger and the object of locus photographed. One intention was o

Jahn Thomas
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Courtesy of Sonnabend Gallery. New Yark



10

prompi the “Sunday painters™ to use differani subject matier than that which they might normal-
hy have chosen. The works ware taken from one conlex! and placed in another; the language and
image weara combined in one format; non-arl images ware usad to make art that ironically didn’t
look like art; and, finally, the differances in each painter’s siyle, highlighted as they were by a uni-
form format, automatically encouraged the viewer to compare each work to the others, thus
making "esthetic” choices.

The spirit of play and gamesmanship in these works, as well as in the ones immediataly fol-
lowing when he abandened the use of the canvas altogether, suggest that Baldessari's interesi af
that time in the work of Duchamp may have even prompled the transition, When he first saw a
body of Duchamp's work reproduced in 1959, he says:

It was as il | had come across a long-lost brother, ., all of a sudden | felt | had a homae,
that | wasn't so strange. .. It probably was partly to do with Duchamp’s focus on
language. .. | probably didn't understand it, though, al the time. | talked about getting
away Irom arl schools and leaving LA 1o work through a lot of things, 1o find out what |
was about, rathef than following cerlain models. And it came out that | was more
inferested in language than in painting.’

Also parlly prompted by a long-term interest in the "“kind of fragmentary nature’' of the Austri-
an philosopher Ludwig Witlgenstein's writings, Baldessari began 1o isolate parts of things in his
own work. He and another San Diego artist, George Nicolaides, used silver and black stickers to
make a dotled line or boundary around the ghetto area of that city, documenting the praject with
photographs, When to Baldessari's surprise the piece was sold, he realized that the use of photo-
graphs was nol inherently unacceplable, and thal he was more interested in working oul cerlain
ideas than in making & product. He felt that “paintings take longer than photos,” and made a linal
step away from the siatic object.

Al this time Baldessari was close 1o several other artists living and working in San Diego,
among them Richard Allen Morris, Don Dudley, Guy Williams, and Malcolm McClain. Don
Brewer, then head of the La Jolla Museum, was extremely supportive, giving maost of the arlists
teaching jobs and exhibitions at the museum. Although Baldessari did leave o work briedly in Los
Angeles, he found the San Mego group maore congenial and life there more conducive to making
art, so he refurnad. Al that time, in the 19605, the painter Don Llewallen had come from Los
Angeles 1o organize the extension program at the University of California in San Diego, and when
an arl deparimen! was finally founded there, Paul Brach became its first chairman. In 1970,
Brach lell to bacome Dean of the California Institute of the Arts in Valencia, and invited Baldessari
to join its faculty,

The move to Los Angeles paralieled a move away from painting ideas to other means which
would convey pure information. Baldessari remembers having a fantasy of wanling to see all the
paintings in the Metropolitan Museum of Art put logether side by side like a comlinuous series of
mowvie stills, He also became fascinated with whal was outside the depicted image —an inversion
of the art histarian's tradilional area of concern.

Even though inlerest in performance was rare on the Wesl Coasl, Baldessari loyed briefly
wilh the possible esthetic use of biological systens and hydroponics as a way ol moving outside
traditional painting ideas. (He loved the thought of an artist going into an organ bank instead of an



art store for supplies, he says.) Fram lhere, he began to do sequential work, pieces without begin-
ning, middle, or end, which could start or stop anywhere.

At UC. San Diego, Baldessari had occasionally traded classes with the musician Pauling Qli-
veros, who had students tape sounds and noises and edit them instead of trying to learn musical
nofation; Baldessari fell his own use of the cameara (o be a “comparable way to learn aboul
issues without having to learn scales”"® At this same time, the poet David Antin became a friend,
and was helpful because he came from a literary tradition but was also extremely knowledgable
about arl. Baldessari found Antin “wonderful to lalk to, and the first person | was around daily
who liked the kind of work | did.”

B aldessari has said that what he'd most like to do is sit and read all day; consequently, poet-
ry, philosophy, linguistics, and anthropology are amaong the disciplines thal have shaped
his thinking. He feels, for exampie, that the work of the anthropelogist Claude Lévi-Strauss has
been impartant (o his own ideas because of the structural connection Lévi-Strauss made be-
tween things of a seemingly disparale nature. Finding Wittgenstein's work to be "'a mede! for re-
ductive thinking,” Baldessari identifies with the philosopher’s quest for clarity. Al ihe other end of
the spectrum, Baldessari also loves the extreme complexily of language, disguised as simplicity,
as exemplified in the work of Lewis Carroll. Carroll's fantastic imagination, and his use of layered
meaning so thal any word could be made to mean anything he inlended, appealed 1o Baldessari.
Another model was the ideclogy of the |talian Futurists, who proclaimed the destruction of logic,
the use of surprise, and the involvernent of the spectator, and insisted that everylhing of any value
is inherently theatrical ® The ltalian Futurists also renounced ''technigue,.” emphasizing instead
multiform, simultaneous, and interdisciplinary modes of presentation, thal is,

lines written in free words, simultaneity, compenetration, the short acted-out poem,
the dramatized sensation, comic dialogue, the negative act, the re-echaing line,
“extralogical” discussion, synthelic deformation, the scientific outburst that clears the
air@

Fortunato Depera’s Notes on the Theatre (c. 1916) stresses the elements of surprise and innova-
tion, contrasts, tricks, unlikelinoods, exaggeration, jest, and paradox, insisting thal only through
the use of “variety, novelty, surprise and speed” will the theatre be able 1o sustain its interest.

Depero's emphasis on the importance of cinematography and its appropriation to the world
of theatre, the presentation of extracrdinarily inventive uses of color in panoramas and other
evenis" and the incorporafion of “typographical dramas” “filmed dramas of objects,” and
“symphonies of gestures, evenls, colors, lines, elc.™ are especially relevant to Baldessari's
lilrms and videolapes—aboth in their deadpan irreverance and their unusual structure. A good
example of this is a 1971 black-and-white videotape entitled / Am Making Art, in which he moves
different parts of his body slightly while saying, after each move, | am making arl"” The stale-
rment, he says, "hovers between asseriion and belief. " On one level, the plece spools the work
of artists who, in the late 1960s and early 1970s, explored the use of their own bodies and ges-
tures as an arn medium. The endiess repetition, awkwardness of the movements made by the arl-
ist, and the reiteration of the statement "'l am making arl” create a synihesis of gestural and lin-
guistic modes which is both innovative (in the same way thal the more “"serious™ work of his

1 Am Making Art, 1972 {stil)
Blagk-and-white videoiape with sound
15 minules




peers is innovalive) and absurdly sell-evident,

Futurist sensibility also suggested to Baldessari the possibility of describing a single oocur-
rence taking place in extended lime, a time made visible ar palpable rather than remaining ab-
stract, Almost all of his work has this temporal element, but it is most obvious in the film and video
pieces, especially in such early works as Teaching a Plant the Alphabet (1972). This videolape is
based on the possibility, however remote, that plants, being living organisms, can also learn as
we can by endless repetition of word and image. The simple actions recorded in short color films
like Water to Wine to Water (1972-73) or Easel Painting (1972-73), which show the artist using ele-
mentary means of changing colors (in one a child's magic trick, in the olher dipping his finger
alternately into jars of yellow and green pigment), engage in the kind of thinking first espoused by
the Fulurists. At the same lime, Baldessari was interested in other schools of thought— the work
of the Symbolist poets, the Romantics, and the "decadent’” English poets like Oscar Wilde, as
well 2s such successors as John Crowe Ransom, Wallace Stevens, TS Eliot, and Hart Crane. His
concern wilth poetry may be altributed to the fact that it, like art, is "without noise,” that is, it con-
stitutes *'a systern which is pure, [in which] no unit ever goes wasted, however long, however
lopse, however tenugus may be the thread connecting it to one of the levels of the story.”™" The in-
fluence of these poets, while not as obvious perhaps as that of the Fulurists, is most apparent in
the distillation of language that makes Baldessari's use of words both succinct and suggestive.
Certain works, such as Word Chain: Palm Tree (Cynthia’s Slory) (1975), are parl of a series in
which Baldessari had different people construct associalive word chaing. The person would say
the first thing that came 1o mind, then the list of words was given to someone alse who was in-
structed to shoot a photograph of the object or situation. The words and photographs were then
malched, with emply spaces left where the photographer could not find an appropriale image. In
David—One Day—60 Shofs, Named and Aiphabetized (1276), Baldessari follows a friend
through the evenlts of a day, naming each shol according to the activity depicted, then placing
them in alphabelical order. A poelic, descriptive mode results. A 1973 film, Title, similarly alter-
nates and exchanges words and images, distilling bath verbal and visual language into quinles-
sential form, and creating a concise, candid, yel mystenous kind of poalry in the process.

It is probably the writings of the lale Roland Barthes, howewver, Inal most shaped Baldessari's
use of language. s incorporation into his own work came aboul quite naturally:

Language is so common. | think you gel through to more people through language than
you get through 1o with images. | still think people are very word oriented. Thal seems 1o
be common parlance, the token of the reaim, so 1o speak... | mean arl's a language oo,
bul you don’t normally go around drawing diagrams [lo indicale that you] want a pound of
sleak.™

Like Barthes, Baldessari examines aspecis of popular culture by probing beneath what mosi
people take for granted in order 1o find the real meaning or value of the ordinary. {In Mythofogies
[1975], for example, Barthes tackles such phenomena as wrestling and siripteasa, the myth of
Greta Garbo, or such varied objects as margaring, wine, detergent. loys, and cars.) Some of his
theoretical writing about the nature of narrative indicales that he, like Baldessari, finds "the in-
cessant play of polentials, the organizational complexity of narrative, capable as it 1s of integrat-
ing structurally both backwards and forwards, ' fascinating. The relationship of gameas 1o lan-



Mick Shaidy

guage, an essential componen! of Baldessari’s work, was similarly a concern of Barthes', who

points out that a game is itself a language, depending upon the same symbaolic struciure that one

finds in language and narrative. '’
Some of Baldessari's early films incorporated, literally as well ag philogophically, the wrilings
of Ferdinand de Saussure, whose Course in General Linguisfics, lirst published in 1915, provides

Word Chain: Palm Tree {Cynithia's Story), 1975

Black-and-white and color 35-mm contact prints
on paper
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Collection ol Massimo Valsecchi, Mitan, ltaly
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A Senfence of Thirteen Parts (With Twelve
Altarnate Verbs) Ending in FABLE, 1877
{detail)
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a number of pertinent cbservations about the nature and struciure of language. In the spirit of
Saussure's observalion that "language never staps inlerpreting and decomposing its units,*
Baldessari uses random words and images as raw malerial, to be compiled later inlo fragments,
sentences, and texts for other pieces. Furthermaore, each word,” according to Saussure, “'is like
the center of a constellation; it Is the point of convergence of an indefinite number of co-ardinated
terms.' " In Fable—A Sentence of Thirteen Parts {with Twelve Alternale Verbs) Ending in FABLE
(1977), or the Blasted Allegories series (1978) which followed, one can clearly see how Baldessari
uses arbitrarily selected words. combined in any one of a number of ways, 10 acl as cafalysis in
this manner, In addition, texts [rom and about Saussure’s writings, as well as those of Wilttgen-
stein and Barthes, have been incorporated inlo several early films. One, called Aboul Saussure
{1973), has to do with typing a lext with speed and understanding, an endeavor which fails;
another, Saussure Tear (1971), uses a torn text by the writer, which is submerged in waler. A pencil
is used lo try 1o join the two halves, 1o recreate syntax and allow meaning to emerge. Here, lan-
guage is trealed as an object, just as Saussure, by analyzing and dissecting language, alsa objec-
tifies it.

Baldessari's sources over the years have remained for the most parl (ilerary. Most recently,
they include the writings of Freud, Reich, Proust, and Bergson. Even those visual arlisls whose
work he has been influenced by, like Duchamp, have had a strong verbal or linguistic component
to their work. Movies and lelevision have also been important to him in providing a dillerent sense
of temporal evolution and a ready-made repertoire of images and gestures. But above all, it is
reading books, magazines, and newspapers, an impartant morning ritual for Baldessari, thal pro-
vides the main impetus for his ideas. Bits and pieces of informalion are gathered and enlered in
nolebooks where similarities are noled, comparisons made, parts of conversalions recorded,



and ideas for fulure work jolted down. Somelimes Baldessari will misread a piece of information,
bul find it uzelul anyhow. He simply fills his head with as much inlormation as possible, he says,
reading shopping lists, advertisermants, and junk mail, or locking at photographs from diverse
sources, In each case he is looking for a word or image which coincides with something he has
been thinking aboul, or he is irying to find common threads among series of recurring kinds of
objects or events that interest him. Ocecasionally, he says, he has even made notes of all the
things he does and doesn't want a piece to do, and uses these as a kind of checklist. Much of this
kind of source material, he feels, is a strategy to get away from *'making picilures.”

Bakdessari’s working methods are equally compulsive. Someong once referred to him as
a "nine-to-live artist™ because of the consistency of his studio time and the fact thal he fesls itis
important to be in the studio every day. *'My mind deesn’t shut off after 7:00,” he says, “'but | don't
work just when I'm inspired to."

Baldessari's wide-ranging sources and his methods of ufilizing information reflect more of a
personal atlitude than an esthetic ideology, and seem infegial both 1o the person he is and the
multifaceted and complex nature of the sociaty in which we live.

aldessariis always inferesied in how information is conveyed, Clearly, the verbal and visual

means are the two modes most often used, in complementary ways, o transfer infor-
ration. In this respect, teaching lessons and teaching itself have always been a source of plea-
sure 1o Baldessari. As mentioned befare, the earliest “painlings” in the exhibition, dating rom
the mid-1960s, uliize passages laken directly from texibooks on making arl. The didactic mode of
these passages, delivered in such a deadpan manner (a5 in, for inslance, An Artist (s Not Merely
the Slavish Announcer [19686-68]), is coupled with photographic images that underline the ab-
surdity of the rhetoric. These canvases, then, are extramely ironic commentaries on the process
of teaching, making arl, and conveying information, all of which are yseless wilthoul the proper
conlext.

Although Baldessari first taught in arder o support himsalf, he found that he liked doing it and
eveniually ceased making a separation between communication through teaching and commu-
nication through his own work, *'l found it very much the same. Inone case | am there, and in the
other case | am incognilo, bul | am getling essentially the same message oul, | hope, '™

In general, information that can be conveyed in the world is of two kinds, semantic and es-
thatic, both of which are relevant in Baldessari's work. According to informalion theory, the
semantic aspect is logical, structured, interpretable, and transialable; it prepares aclions, while
the esthetic, untransiatable aspec! shapes states of mind.*' Semaniic information can be trans-
milted to olhers by several means—writing, speech, sound, or piclures—whereas esthelic in-
formation has no such goal. "It does not have the characler of inlent; in facl, it determines
internal slales.”"® The Iwo kinds of informalion, were they 10 exist in a pure state apart from each
other, would represent theorelical extremes. Bul in realily they coexist, and every message has
elements of both. The semaniic part is predictable, in terms of messages, while the esthelic parl
remains unforeseeable. Baldessari's use of both kinds of information is sometimes slartling,
since mosl plastic arl tends o be primarily of the esthetic {or what Oscar Wilde referred 1o as
“'guite useless' ™) kind. Because Baldessari's work is so intelligible on the semanlic fevel, it
seems very much part of 1he everyday world. Thus a piece like /f 10 is AM., If 11 Is BM. (1972-T3)

An Arfist 1s Mol Merely the Slavish Announcer... .,
1966-68

Acrylic and photoemulsion on canvas
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simulianeously “makes sense’’ in terms of the activities it describes, and, by suggesling a series
of aclivities laking place outside the frame of the work, introduces purely esthetic information as
well. {This reference 1o evenls oulside the piclure plane proper is reminiscent of Baldessari's
early speculations about the non-visible activities in Old Master painlings.) There is a prosaic
quality about the statemeants in the work;

If 1t is AM., the man who lives in the house opposite this window will water his garden.
Ifit is PM., the couple living in the apartment next door will probably argue,

In Baldessari's work, the constant tension between the two kinds of information—wverbal and
visual, written and spoken—resulls in an inlerplay between semantic and esthetic content, and
may well be the source of its humor. In the videolape Baldessari Sings Lewitt (1972), he sels a
series of numbered, comples statements by Sol Lewitt on the nature of conceptual arl to such
well-worn tunes as "Camplown Races’’ or "Some Enchanted Evening”. The resulls are hilarious;
the “natural™ prigrity of esthetic infarmation in music is subvertled by discourse deliberately inap-
propriate 1o the task at hand, and conversely Lewill's “"semantic’” informaticn is subverted by
Baldessari’s “esthetic,”

A different kind of interplay between the two kinds of information is found in Baldessari's use
ol press photagraphs. In the traditional press picture, text and image coexist, yet remain sepa-
rate. Al the same time, this kind of photo eschews “artistry™ in favor of objectivity.® The image is
notl an illustration of the text below it; instead, the lext is used to make the image more immediate,
o “load” and amplily it.® However, one kind of image, like poetry, is completely self-suificient,
and that is the “traumatic photograph (fires, shipwrecks, catastrophes, viclent deaths, all cap-
tured *fram life as lived'), [which] is the phatograph about which there is nothing to say”'™ Be-
cause such a preponderance of semantic information exisls in the image, there is no room for
anything else. When Baldessari thus uses a series of disaster pholographs in A Different Kind of
Order (The Art Teacher Story)(1972-73), the juxiapeosition of such images with the accompanying
lexl becomes amusing:

A friend of mine who taught painting had all his students stand on one foot {in front of
their easels) while painting. He believed that if the student was physically off balance a
new sense of order would emerge in their work.

I this work, the visual aspect is seamingly semantic, the verbal seamingly esthelic, reversing the
usual procedure and bringing the two into coliision. But the important point for Baldessari was
that chaos is just a different kind of ordar.

From this kind of photographic wark, Baldessari eventually expanded his use of media inlo
film and video as a way of fusing words and images in real lime.” Moreover, he says, he

began to realize thal the serial phatographic things | was doing were pretty much like
films. It seemed like film and video helped me begin to undersiand whal was on my mind.
It wasn't that | was interested so much in film and video per se as that | needed them io
help me ligure oul whal | was thinking aboul—so | continue 1o work in all three media
because I'm still really not clear what each has to offer™

As Baldessari once stated at a conference entilled The Future of Televisian, *'Video is just ong
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pictures hanging on the wall. It was his kdea ol teaching his wile a different kind
of order. When she saw the piciures askew on the wall she would siraighien
them. And when Monk saw them siraightenad on the wall, he would 1l them.
Lintil ane day his wile left them hanging on the wall lilted.

the Mational Endowment for the Arls.

maore tool in the artist’s toolbox, .. The case should not be ‘I'm going to make a video piece,” but
‘What | want to do can best be done with video.' '™ Because the temporal element in video is dif-
fereni than that of photographs, i.e., since it incorporales **real time,” it can be extramely tedious
o watch. According to David Antin, Baldessari's use of “inherenl' lime in his work means that
whenever the task or situalion is completed, the tape ends, and “whether they are interesting or
not is largely a matter of judging the value of the task at hand."* Some of the tapes, like Some
Words I Mispronounce {1973}, are under a minule long, and scarcely boring, Others, such as
Teaching a Plan! the Alphabel, are a seemingly endless thirty minules, largely due lo repelition
and redundancy (in human rather than plan! lerms) Baldessar, however, comments: |
remember thal Sol Lewitl once phrased it very well for me when he said, 'Once you work through
boredom, it gets pretly interesting.” "™

The kind of sequential imagery which Baldessari employs in photographs, film, and video
partly accounts for their humor, which he says is not a deliberate attemp! to be funny. The comic
effect, according lo Roland Barthes,

emerges, according lo a lamiliar procedure, from the repelition and variation of altitudes.
It can be noted in this connection thal the single photograph, contrary to the drawing, is
very rarely (that is, only with much difficully) comic: the comic requires movement, which
is to say repetition {easy in film} or lypificalion (possible in drawing), both of these
“connolations” being prohibiled o the photograph.™®

The humor in Baldessari's work is partly a result of the subjection of ordinary objects fo art
strategies, or arl cbjects to ordinary strategies. In Folding Hal, a 1970 lape, for inslance, he end-
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lessly folds a hat and whistles, so thal objec!, sound, and gesture become imbued wilh meaning
and take on arlistic significance by means of focus and repetition. One small segment from the
tape The Way We Do Ari Now and Other Sacred Tales (1973) shows the arlis! laping one end of a
stick and lifting it from the olher end, while in How Varous People Spif Out Beans from How We
Do Art Now (1973) he observes how each body convuises in the process and how far each
person can projecl the bean. In both, an ordinary object is placed in an esthelic contexi.
Examples of he reverse ol this procedure can be seen in Baldessan Sings Lewifl, where arl
statements are sung o popular tunes, and New York City Posicard Painting (1971). a Super-8 film
ioop in which various scenes of New York City are painted out with dillerent colors; the latter, in
Baldessari's words, acts as "a metaphor for arl being more exciting than the mundaneness of
city lite."

Baldessari's humaor also darives from these stralegies, many of which create unexpected
and amusing juxlapositions of dilferent elements in his work. His use of sirategy 1o avoid “good
taste.” eliminate boredom (primarily his own in making the work), and bypass his own esthetic
sensibility means thal the context lor the work is always changing: a new conlex! provides some
unexpeciedly lunny resulls. Jus! as the bes! humor is based on the unprediclable, the purpose of
art, Baldessari has said, is 1o keep us perpetually ofi-balance. ™

T he mos! common method used by Baldessari 1o keep himsell and us “off-balance” is 1o
incorporate accident and chance as source malerial lor his work, in the tradition of John
Cage. As early as 1966, ha wanled lo make work out of things that nobody else would think of
making art of . ® This impulse generated the first aluminum fragment pieces he made. Later, acci
dent becama a means ol insuring that the outcome of a piece would remain unknown until it was
finished. A chance word or overheard phrase could trigger an enlire body ol work; in the case of
Fioating: Color (1972), the word "delenestration” suggested the possibility of throwing something
that was no! an object out of the window. In his notes, Baldessari comments that

using color gave rise 1o a simple ordering syslem based on the color wheel, which was
useful here and in laler pleces because il was sequenlial yel briel in number. | wanled a
larm that was static but nol limilless, Also, the form providad a way 1o avoid relational
colar choices, thal s, color combinations based on inluilive procass.™

Baldessari's use of chance 1o avold composition or eslhetic decisions had iis prolotype in an in-
formal exhibition eniitled Pier 18 held at The Museum of Modern Art in New York in 1971, The
projecis were pholography-onented, and each parlicipating artist was asked 1o meet two photog-
raphers at a deserled pier at a specific time and 1o present them with a projecl. Baldessari
simply asked them 1o try to pholograph a ball, which he repeatedly bounced on the pier, so that it
would appear in the cenler ol the linished pholograph. Conseguenlly thare was no opportunity to
“eompose’ or 1o iry 1o make a handsome piclure. Many other works graw out of this sirategy,
such as Trying fo Roll 8 Hoop in 3 Penfect Circle, Throwing 4 Balls in the Air fo Get a Siraight
Line..., and Throwing 3 Balls in the Air to Get an Equilateral Triangle. .., (all Irom 1972-73) The
hoop piece consists of *'the best sequence of 216 frames,” while the throwing-balls pieces are
“the besl ol 36 iries” because there are 36 shots in a roll of 35-millimatar film. A later work,
Strobe Series/Fulurist: Trying lo Get a Straight Line with a Finger (1975), is based on the same
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principle, wherein chance is an infegral part of the aclivity isell. The resulls are thus limited by
the arbitrary rules of the game, in ather words, the number ol iries will be limited 1o the number of
avallable shols on a single roll of film, In some of the later works, particularly the Blasted
Allegories serles, the images themselves have been oblained haphazardly by laking pictures of a
television screen with an intervalomeler. Such stralegies were evolved, says Baldessari,
because

I'm concemed with the formal and esthetic qualilies 1o the point where | try 10 sel up
situations where | canl make any esthelic decisions about il and that’s very hard. | realize
that as you go on you get betier and better al making things look good, and you have 1o
sel up stumbling blocks so thal you can escape your own good laste, and even that
creeps in a lot.¥

Far from simply being an alealory artist, Baldessari further keeps us off-balance by making an
equal number ol works based on concepts of choice and comparison, a diametrically opposed



system 1o thal of chance and accident. In the Choosing series (1971}, for example, participants
were asked (o selecl, much in the manner of a game show. any three items (green beans, rhu-
barb, carrols, onions, beets, radishes, elc) Irom a similar group, Baldessari would then choose
one of the thres by pointing o i1, and a pholograph would be taken. This single chosen item was
then carried over o lhe nexl group, consisling of the selecled ilem plus tlwo new ones, and the
gnlire process was repealed.

Many of Baldessari's videotapes are also based on the idea of making comparisons (and
therefore, even unconsciously, choices), soma of them minute and unlikely, as in Examining
Three 8d Nails (from The Way We Do Art Now...) In this video segmenl, painstaking atlention is
paid towhich nail has more rusl, or which appears “ cooler, more distant, less important' than the
other bwo. The tape is lunny because we tend nol lo compare common nails at all. On the other
hand, How Various People Spif Out Beans larces camparison of an activity that has no reason for
taking place al all other than for comparison, and it is the inappropriateness of the activily in
relation fo its funclion thal makes il amusing. Both lapes highlighl Baldessari's use of choosing
and comparing. both on the part of the arlist and the viewer, as strategies basic to both making arl
and 1o lile in general.

An hour-long film called Script (1973-77) is Baldessari's most complex use of this strategy of
choice. Ten very shorl, simple scripls for len sceneas are shown in printed form firsl, Seven cou-
ples. none of them professional actors, are given each of the scenes to acl oul in any way they
wish. Firsl, we see all len scenes played consecutively by each of the seven couples, followed by
each scene played, in turn, by all seven couples. Thus far, wo sels of comparisons have been set
up, the first consisting of choosing among all the scenes done by a single couple, the secand con-
sisling of choosing the favorile couple’s version of each scene. Finally, when il seems that all
possibilities for choice and comparison have been exhausled by repelition, Baldessari provides
us with "the fop ten shois" ranked from one to ten. His choices are clearly nol the ones the
viewer mighl have made, further emphasizing the inlensely personal nalure of selection and
judgerment-making. .

Another Baldessari stralegy is to sel up rules lor making work which defy those in existence
and considered basic 1o making arl. For instance, he has slaled that he became interested in
doing sequential work because he never believed that *'any one thing was the linal word. If one
thing is happening here, what's happening there?" He says that he used to go around for days
“Irying 10 look between things instead of al things,” an idea which resulted indirectly in such
pieces as Car Color Serigs: All Cars Parked on the Wesi Side of Main Sireel... (1978), where
Baldessari photographed the center of the door of a parked car, presenting the photographs, like
a color-sample charl, in the same order in which the cars were parked. Where a car wasn'l
parked. a blank space appears on the wall. "'It's a malter of focus,” he says. "I you believe your
warld is formed by what you look at, and you just don't lock at the usual things, then your world will
change.”

To this end, delying the rules becomes a sorl of "learning by doing™ siluation, in which Bal-
dessari always asks, “'Whal would happen if | did this?"" or in which he lells someone else, “Try
this and see what you gel.” Because he believes that “'the only way you can make good arl is 1o
say what it means fo be yoursell”"* lhe genesis of a sirategy which has to do with breaking exist-
ing rules derives from his feeling thal
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basically, | am perverse, Somebody tells me to do one thing, and | do the other thing...
|ust oul ol spile. So the more pressure there would be lo be serious in a conventional way
ihe less | could be. | remember Charles Manson somewhere is quoled as saying during
his trials thal the only true sense is nonsense ™

Baldessari goes on lo say thal being difficult, in his work, is no longer something he avoids. He
recalls reading thal Kierkegaard, in a lroubled momeni, decided that what he really wanled lo do
in his lile was o make things difficult for people. Baldessari says thal after reading this he knew
instantly thal that was what he wanted oo, the assumplion here, however, is thal difficully in-
duces learning.

One way of making things difficult, which stems in par! Irom Baldessari's fascination wilh
looking belweaen inslead of al things, is the use of a hidden, secrel aclivily or image. One early
series ol porirails shows someone we assume lo be Baldessari himsell, hidden behind a series of
hals hald in one hand; ancther in the same series shows dilleren! friends whose faces are also
hidden behind hals. Secret Handshake (1973)is a group ol Iive verlically assembled pholographs
ol difterenl handshakes, ihe specilic meaning ol which remains unknown 1o us; and anolher
plece shows Baldessari's face, retouched in the pholographs so thal his appearance is subtly
changed, thereby consliluting a disguise.

Anolher kind ol hidden image can be seen in the Embead Series (1974), where images have
messages (or, occasionally, other images) worked into tham by airbrushing or double exposure.
For the mosl part they cannol be seen unless the viewer is specifically looking for them, and even
then some ol ihe messages are extremely diflicull 1o find. French and German Hair for inslance,
is 50 sublle that more than one critic thought the humor lay in the fact that the two images were
aclually idenlical. They were not aware thal the word “French" is sublly, almost subliminally, em-
bedded in one image, and the word “'German" in the other. Oiled Arm {Sinking Boat and Palms)
conlains wo images, a liny boal in one pholograph and a small sland of paim Irees in the other,
Seeing Is Believing shows three images of a cigar in an ashiray, and each of the three words
ariges in the smoke. In all of these pieces, Baldessari has played with various levels of invisibility,
suggesting thal embedded information might possibly be percelved and accepted on a sub-
liminal rather than conscious level. Similarly, his Pathetic Fallacy Series (1975), done the following
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year, explores the possibility of ascribing human feelings o inanimate objecls. The images {(and
occasionally colors alone) contain barely perceplible photographs of faces wilh specific expres-
sions superimposed on them, Some, like Wenfal Tongue; Venal Tongue, are easy to see and funny
because of their incongruity. Others, like Suspicious Pink; Resigned Yellow are perceplible only
upon very close scrutiny.

Baldessari has explored a range of hidden images, from the very sublle o the blatantly obvi-
ous, as in two segments from The Way We Make Art Now _.. In one, foliowing the phrase ""Whal
foliows is what he liked to do besi, Baldessari reads pages of a newspaper and drops them, ong
by one, on the floar. The narrative continues, " But he never talked aboul what he read, He had se-
crets.” The other is a direct pun: the litle of the piece is "'A senlence with hidden meaning,” and
Baldessari writes the sentence so thal the word “'hiddan™ is off-screen, leaving only A senlence
with meaning'" on the monitor,

Transposition from one context 1o another is a technigue used by Baldessari in keeping with
his aftitude tha!l when one system doesn't work, try another. Radically altering the context of
something is a way of definitively changing the way we see things, bul even more, according to
ihe sociologist ET. Hall,

contextual irrationality—using the logic of rules of one context in the place of another—
is a commaon form of inerpersanal manipulation and exploilalion popular among
intellectuals and academicians,*®

While Hall sees the act of changing contexis in a somewhat negative ight, anolher sociologist,
the late Ernst Becker, sees it as a creafive davice. A change in conlexl creates surprise, and
forces us to rethink many common assumplions. Says Becker, " The individual who can be count-
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ed on lo give us exactly that ceremonial response proper lo each situation is one we call a
crashing bore. [That person) doesn't inspire us lo grow by coping with the unexpected,”™

Many of the contexiual changes in Baldessari's work involve taking an object from the every-
day world and placing it in an art context. For instance, Common Memory Colors: Flesh, White,
Grey, Black, Sky, Grass, 5and (1976), is based on Kodak's promotional material, which indicales
that these are the photographic colors of which the general public is most critical. Baldessari
therefore shol pholos of the first instance of each color he encouniered as he walked from his
sludio, thereby composing a color-sample chart, arranged in the order listed by Kodak, of the
most ordinary and randomly located things.

In an earlier piece, Pofice Drawing (1971), he does the opposite, that is, he takes an arl con-
text and insinuates into it a situation from “'real life.” The premise of the piece, Baldessari says,
was to transpose verbal and visual information with as little loss as possibie, to "move informa-
tion and ultimately make art by placing it in an art contex(.” To this end, he visited a drawing class
where the students didn’t know him, stayed ten minutes, then left, The instructor then enlered the
class with a police arlist, who drew Baldessari's "portrait” by means of verbal deseriptions given
by members of the class. Baldessari then had a photograph of himsell taken in the pose approxi-
maling that in the drawing, The function of this kind of transposition, he says, was to get people fo
see things they normally don'l.*

Just as Baldessari likes to defy the rules by changing contexts, he also uses the strategy of
gstablishing rules, in this case non-arl conditions, which operale as a methodology for making
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work, The conditions are ones that are difficull, but not impossible, to fullill, Sometimes the rules
are for his own use, sometimes for use by others, and they range from very simple procedures
such as trying lo cenler the image of a bouncing ball {in the Pier 18 piece) lo the very complex
structure of the Biasted Allegories. Here, the raw malerial—randomly shot lelevision images ol
three kinds: black-and-while, full color, and single color (comprising the six hues of the spec-
trumj —was shown to Iriends who, along with the artisl, assigned a word lo each image. The
photographs were then filed alphabetically, and used according to a dilferent, given sel of condi-
tions for each piece. An example of one of these sets of conditions is as follows:

Black-and-white pholos wilh words starting with color wheel initials (R, 0.Y, G, B.V) in
sequence, bul slarling wilh any color thal makes sense as a sentence, are chosen. The
color order ordains the synlax of the single color photos, but the pholos used must make
sense also as a senlence, plus using as a rule the added ditficulty of each word having lo
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start with the sarme letter and all the words having to be alphabetized ... | use the first
images | lind in my image dictionaries that fulfill the structure requirements, regardless of
whether | personally care lor either the image or the word

Other conditions Baldessari has sel up are very simple, and are straightforward ways of acquir-
ing images, such as The Backs of Every Truck from San Diego to Santa Monica (One Shot),
{1968). Anather seemingly simple strategy is used in several lapes made using Ed Henderson, a
friend, who is asked to describe the meaning of various photographs placed on the wall, 1o create
movie scenarios from one still, or 1o provide suilable soundiracks for movie stills which are
described to him but which he cannot actually see. In these tapes, Henderson's fertile imagina-
tion and his willingness lo engage seriously in Baldessari's rules make Ihe resulls more in-
leresting than a literal or “accurate’ interpretation of the images might have been,

A strategy addressing formal issues rather than narrative ones is employed in the Top View
Series: Where Things Are (Ken's and Shelley's Diagrams) (1975), in which iwo people were
shown photographs in which the spatial relationship between objecis was ambiguous, and then
were asked to draw a top-view diagram of where they thought the objects were in relation lo each
other. On the other hand, in Six Colorful Staries {From the Emotional Specirum) (1977}, a given set
of conditions resulted in a purely narrative situation. Six different women were asked 1o tell a
story, preferably a true one which they hadn't lold belore, and one which had a relationship 1o the
color phrase being used. In each of the slories, Caught Red-Handed, Thinking Crange, Apoplec-
tic Viplet, Cafatonic YeNow, Green Horn, and Fesling Bive, a worman, photographed cenler
screen and cut off below the head, appears against a solid background of color. Her image
seems to become objectified and intensified as the lales evolve, and each tale, in turn, acquires a
meaning in relation to the color and the phraseclogy that il would not otherwise have were it a
simple story.

Baldessari even provides stralegies for the viewer in some of his pieces. In the Sterecgram
Series (1975), because the two drawings under each pholograph are incomplete, the eye is re-
quired to combine two complementary oullines derived from a single image. In Fable—A




Sentence of Thirteen Parts (With Twelve Alternate Verbs) Ending in FABLE (1977), the viewer, un-
foiding and foiding the cruciform parts ol the book, can construct a variety ol phrases and
sentences, crealing muitiple meanings. In Raw Prinis (1879), he uses a dilferent color pholo-
graph for each of the six prints (based on the six colors ol (he color wheel), and selecis one area
of color and one line to disengage, enlarge, and place elsewhere on the paper. It is up to the view-
er to match up the resultant absiract parts with the original photograph to undersland their origi-
nal contexl. Baldessari called these “raw™ prinis because he thoughl of them as works o be
completed in the viewer's mind or left *'raw’ like unfinished furniture.

Cerlain pieces derive from the use of images as simple notational devices, lor instance, a ball
to indicale the notes of a musical score in Throwing a Ball Once to Get Three Melodies and
Fiftesn Chords (1975). The Alignmen! Serfes (1975) uses objects as cenlering devices. In Palm
Tree (For Charlemagne) palm-tree trunks from various unrelaled pholographic sources are used
to creale the image of an enormous receding palm (ree growing out ol a musical instrument in
the botiom pholograph. Another in the same series, Arrows Fly Like This, Flowers Grow Like This,
Airpianes Park Like This, groups identical photographs in the same conliguration as the image
ilsell—a curved trajeciory for arrows, a clusier for flowers, a horizontal row for airplanes. A

Baredn D

Stercogram Sevigs: Spiit Drawings (For the Eye fo
Completa) from Various Pholographs, 1975

B black-and-while pholographs

16 x 20 each

Courlesy ol Sonnabend Gallery, New York

Algnment Series: Arrows Fiy Like This, Flowsrs
Grow Like This, Airplanes Park Like This, 1975

24 black-and-white pholographs

3% x Seach

Private Colleciion, lialy



A Movie: Directional Piece Where People Are
Looking, 1972-73
28 black-and-while pholographs and ink
Aunmounted)
3% wx 5 each; installation dimensions variable
Courtesy of Sonnabend Gallery, New York

Binary Code Serias: Wornan with Cigareite.
Yes No Yes No
Yes No Mo Yes 1974

8 black-and-white photographs

8% % 13% each

Courtesy of Sonnabend Gallery, New York

Binary Code Serles: Orange Peel and Ties.
Famale Male Female Male
Female Male Male Female, 1974

8 Type C prints

B % 10 each

Courtesy of Sonnabend Gallery




Mowie: Directional Piece Where People Are Looking (1972.73), is aligned according lo the
direction ol each parson’s glance.

Another of Baldessari's primary interests has been the desire to create visual order through
word order, and vice-versa. A piece consisting ol thirty-seven identically sized photographs in a
row, wilh several spaces between groups of piclures, is aciually deiermined by using a senience
containing the entira alphabet in the most efficient way, hence the litle—Pangram Serigs (1976).
{"The quick brown lox jumped over the lazy dog"' is the mosl common pangram, and one nof
used by Baldessari in this series.) The two pieces are The Five Boxing Wizards Jump Quickly and
Pack My Box With Five Dozen Liguor Jugs, both ol which use different arrangemenis of the same
pholographs, with P being represenied by the image of a pipe, A" an ashiray, “C" lor coins,
“i™* a bunch of keys, and so on.

A vary early example of the desire to creala a visual system Irom word arder is found in the
California Map Project/ Part I: California (1969), done in collaboralion with George Nicolaides. The
slate of California itsell was used as though it were in facl a map, with each letler and symbol
found on the map reproduced on the corresponding part of the landscape. The lefters ranged
from one inch 1o one hundred leel in size, and the materials included painl, cloth, rocks, dry
pigment, logs, elc. Some of the letlers were more clearly visible than others, and each was
localed as nearly as possible within (he areas occupied by the letiers on the map. The completed
documeniation in ellect constilules the imposition of visual order on an enormous area of land
through speliing order. While language, by ils very nature, “'substilutes words for things,”*
Baldessari perversely substitutes things for words.

His interest in language, which is always ingeparable from visual elements in his work, makes
sense when we examine exacily whal ihe properties of language are, especially if one hoids, with
Wiltgenstein, thal "the limits of my language mean the limils of my world.”* A broad delinition
maintains that

language is both a system ol grammar and human behavior which can be analyzed
according to theornes of interaclion, play, and games. It also can be viewed as a shared
sysiem of rules and conventions mutually inlelligible 1o all members of a particular
community, yet a system which nevertheless offers freedom and creativity in its use ™

In Baldessari's work, language is lilerally used as a manipulative lool, as in the tape Insincerely
FPromising a Cal a Carrol (from The Way We Make Arl Now . ), in which Baldessan seduclively
dangles a carrot in fronl of an indifferent cal’s nose, and makes verbal promises o it to no avail.
He also uses language higuratively, as a way ol allering reality. In another eplsode lrom The Way
We Make Arf Now ..., a suitcase iz pictured on the screen while Baldessari meticulously
describes a completaly different object. It takes us longer than we might expec! to acknowladge
that whal is being described is enlirely difierent from what we are seeing, a measure of the power
of words, "'Seeing is believing” doesn't always hold true.

Language can be spoken or wrillen, each having its own lunclions and problems. Baldessari
uses wrillen language in several of his early lilms and lapes, particularly the writings of Ferdinand
de Saussure. In the film version ol | Will Noi Make Any More Boring Art (1971), the recorded proc-
ess of covering three pages with ihe senlence defies the statement itsell. In Hasie Makes Wasle
{1973), Baldessari altempis o type (he senlence over and over, increasing bolh speed and

Calilomia Map Projact/Parn |- California, 1969
{detail)

11 Type R prints and text

8% 10

Caollection of Dr. Hubar| Burda, Oflenburg,
West Garmany
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You Tell Me Whar | Do, from The Way Wea Do Ari
Now and Other Sacred Tales, 1973

Black-and-while videolape

45 seconds

Courtasy ol Casteli-Sonnabend Tapes and Films,
Ing., New York

accuracy, a lileral transiation of the sentence he IS lyping. Il is a perlect demonstration of
Barthes' conlention thal

ihe mistakes that may be made in typing oul @ manuscript are 5o many meaningful
incigents, incidents which by analogy help 1o shed light on the altitude it is necessary o
adop! with regard o meaning when commenting on a text.*

Assumplions we make about spoken language, especially pronunciation, are subverled in Some
Words | Mispronounce (lrom The Way We Make Art Now ...}, a sequence in which Baldessari
wriles oul, insilence, a hall-dozen words withoul ever saying them aloud. You Telf Me What I Do, a
sagment Irom the same tape, shows a page from a book on stage dialect from which Baldessari
allernpls to read the phrase "You tell me whal | do'' aloud in a Chinese dialect, adhering lo the
printed instruclions for musical inflections. In Saussure’s Course in General Linguistics there is a
passage which might well have served as the impelus for the piece:

... countless languages and families of languages are nol related. A good example is
Chinese with respect to the Indo-European languages. The lacl thal they differ does not
mean (hal thal cannot be compared, for comparison s always possible and useful

I is precisely this kind of unlkely comparison thal makes Ihe plece amusing: the fundamental tie
belween leaching and speech, speech being the perfec didactic lool, is also emphasized in this
lape. This kind of linguistic word play, in which the rules of grammar and pronunciation are
subjected 1o a dillerent conlext, is reminiscent ol the kind of word play characleristic of Lewis
Carroll. In his work, only partial nonsense is employed. Jabberwocky, for instance, adheres
closely o the rules of grammar while substituling different components than the ones we ordinar-
ity employ. Consequently, we are still able to understand the poem's meaning, since the general
framewark of the grammar remains the same.* Verbal language, like visual language, allows
crealive Ireedom because of ils flexibility. The guastion is how much distortion or transposilion
can be axercised withoul losing meaning entirely,

Language is always learned with an accompanying gestural syslem, acquired unconscious-
ly,* and this syslem is also grist for Baldessari's mill. His Italian Tape (1974), was suggesied by a
book thal the artist found in Roma, conlaining llalian hand gestures with corresponding English
translations. In the video, the gestures are made by manipulating a small, two-dimensional
puppel, joinled at shoulders, elbows, and wrists. English and lalian translations of a hypothetical
conversalion between an American artist and an llalian crilic are puncluated by the image of the
puppel's changing geslures, in rhythm io the background music ol sentimental ballads sungby a
popular Italian singer.

{ Am Making Art is similarly aboul gestures, bul this time the artist’s own. Because they are
meaningless in terms of language, it is only the verbal stalement | am making arl,” repealed
with avery move, thal gives the gestures credibility. He also shows us the absurdity of language
when he reads aloud a poem by Sylvia Piath in which the image of a maltress is used metaphor-
ically, and a moment later enacts the mataphor literally by lying down on the flooar and pulling the
mallress over himself—a gesture which is meaningless excepl in relation to the language of po-
elry, thal is, lo purely esthelic information.

By lar Baldessari's lavorile use of language, howaver, has 1o do with what are known as
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*‘gnomic expressions,”” a group ol verbalisms thal includes riddies, proverbs, puns, aphorisms,
maxims, parables. and 50 on. * Gnomic expressions represent the mos! creative use of human
language, one which is apparent even in very early childhood® Characleristic of these
expressions |5 (1) that they deal with very basic Irulhs, giving advice and life siralegies
concerning health, love, wealth, goodness, and so lorth; (2) that they employ metaphor as a
primary means ol stating such lruths; {3) that they use such linguistic devices as alliteration,
rhyme, and assonance; (4) thal the impersonal form is used throughout, $0 that the identity of the
narralor remains ambiguous; and (5) that the verb is almos! always in the préseni lense, lending
the expression a leeling of universal application. Gnomic expressions thereiore represent a
particular manipulation of language best suited 1o teaching, conveying wisdom, and expressing a
philosophy® Since Baldessari considers leaching and making art part of the same mode of
exchanging information, this extensive use ol the gnomic expression in his work seems
parlicularly apl. The Way We Make Art Now..., lor inslance, contains an unanswened riddie
which constilutes an entire segmeni. A voice asks, ““What is il thal never was or never will be?"’
and is answered with silence. A saying which seems 1o be a maxim—"Il is cruel loputa dogona
mirror—is followed by the image of a puppy placed on a mirror. A lape recorder appears on the
monilor as a voice asks, “Whal ts the meaning ol this image?' No answer Is forthcoming.

Of all the gnomic expressions, Baldessari has used the parable mos! extensively. With its
impersonal and omniscient quality and its “moral” clearly stated al the end, the parable is the
most succincl expression ol his interest in this kind ol language. While he has examined
language in its componenl parts, its siructure, and ils condensed or poelic form, it is in
storylelling, the most expanded use of language, thal he seems 10 find most enjoymant. The
origin of Baldessari's use of the slory in his work comes from teaching, lrom Irying o convey

INGRES

olfered in public sale.

Ingres from Ingres and Other Parables, 1971
10 black-and-white pholographs and 10 texis
8 % 10 each

Collection ol Angelo Baldassarre, Bari, llaly

This i the story of a ltlie known painting by Ingres. Its first owner 100k good
cara of il, but as things go, he eveniually had lo sell it. Succeeding owners were
ol 50 caulious aboul 15 weltare and did not take as good care of it as the first
ownir. Thal is, the second owner let the painting's condition slip a bil. Maybe it
all began by letting it hang crockedly on 1he wall, not dusting i, maybe it fel o
ihe lloor a few times when somebody slammed the door (oo hard. Anyway the
thirg ownar recedved the Ingres wilh some scralehes (nat really laars), and the
canvas buckied in one comer— paint lading here and there. Owners ihat
Tollowed had it relouched and 50 on, bul the repairs never maiched and the
decling had bagun. The painting looked protty sad. Bul what was impornant was
ihe documentation— the idea of Ingres, nol the substance. And the records
ware always welkkepl, A clear lineage, a good genealogy. [t was an Ingras
cerlainly, evan though Ihe painting by this Lime was not much,

The other day it was auclioned off. Time had not been kind 1o the Ingres. Al that
wils lalt was one nail Maybe the nail was of the oiginal, maybe it was used in
repairs, or maybe Ingres hemself had used il 10 hang the painting. It was al of
the Ingres that remained. In lacl, @t was belived 10 be the only Ingies nall ever

Moral: I you have ihe idea in your head, the work ks as good as dona.



Art History from ingres and Other Parabies, 1971
10 black-and-white photographs and 10 lexis

B x 10 each

Collection of Angelo Baldassare, Bari, laly

ART HISTORY

A young artist had just linished arl school, He asked his instrucior whal he
should do nexl. "Go o New York," 1he instruciar replied, “and lake slides of
your work around 1o all the gallaries and ask tham if they will exhibil your work."
Which the artist did.

He went to gallery alter gallery with his siides. Each director picked up his shdes
one by one, held each up to the light the beller to see it, and squinted his eyes
as he looked, "You're loo provincial an artist,” they all said. “You are nol in 1he
mamnsiream.” “We'ne looking lor Art History.”

He tried. He moved 1o New York. He painted tirelessly, seldom sieeping. He
want 1o museum and galiery openings, studio parties, and artists’ bars. He
talked o every parson having anyihing 1o do with art, travelied and thought and
read constantly aboul an. He collapsed.

He ook his skdes around 1o galieries a second time. “Ah,” the gallery directors
said this time, “finally you are historical ™~

Moral: Historical mispronounced sounds ke hystercal

The Wait from Ingres and Other Paraties, 1971
10 black-and-while pholographs and 10 texis
8 x 10 each

Coflection ol Angelo Baldassarre, Bari, ltaly

THE WaIT

Once there was an artist who everybody thought was very good. He had a few
doubis aboul this, bul it was true— he was smitten with the idea ol arl. So ha
painted. And painted. Soon someone said thal he should have a show. “ Mot
yat,"” he said, and weni back 10 work.

He entered his works in local compelitions now and then. The local library
showad one ol his paintings and the ari critic of the lown paper manlioned his
name. A relalive said his paintings looked ike a linoleum floor and asked if he
could draw. He knew thal he was siowly becoming an artist.

"“You should show your works in @ one-man show.” "No,” he said, "'not yet,"”
and wenl back 1o work, Feliow ar sludents rose 10 lame; they sokl, they had
shows, peaple talked, they moved 1o big cities. "Cama,” thay seid. ""Ne, nol
yel.™ he replied.

Soon his work had autharily, had insight, had maturity. Should he show, he
thought. No, he answered, though rewards beckoned.

One mornang he waked intd his sludio and i was clear. Hes work was pevatal,
#ven seminal, The time had come lor a show.

He showed and nothing happened.
Moral Artists coma and go.



intormation in different ways. As ha puls it, "A good teacher doesn'l give up—if you can't get
someathing across one way, you try another.”” He began 1o read the Bible to use as a teaching
davice, and became fascinated with the way Jesus always got points across indirectly. Thus,
Baldessari says, the catchphrase “Tell stoties like Jesus,” an entry in his notebooks, ultimately
prompled a series of parables aboul arlists and the contempaorary arl world, as well as a group of
slories aboul humorous and telling incidenls concerning the work ol Renoir, Cezanne, and
Picasso, However, the besi-known of his storytelling works, Ingres and Other Parables (1971),
came about specifically, he says, "because when | taught in junior college, we'd sit in the office
and try not lo be bored. I'd tell stories. One day | made up a story aboul Ingres. If you read i,
ihere’s a pun al the end. they were the only Ingres nails {“*hang nalls") ihal exisled.” Baldessarl
felt on ane level that the parable was the best teaching sirategem because, he says, **the minute
you start lelling a story the interest level of your audience picks up."'™ The olher appealing aspect
ol storytelling is that the narrator, particularly in the fable or parable lorm of a story, is omniscient,

an apparently imparsonal consciousness that tells the story Irom a superior point of view,
that of God: the narralor is at once inside his characters (since he knows everything that
goes on in them) and oulside them (since he never identifies with any one more than
another)®

Baldessari can therefore remove himsell from the art-world conten! of his narratives, yet as an
arllst mainlain his position as a knowledgable insider, telling tales on his own miligu.
Stories like Rolling Tire (1972) take their narrative elements directly from the newspaper,
while the accompanying photographs were created rather than “found.” This work was one of
his first lo use the idea of violence, an idea which later, in the Vioken! Space Series (1976), was ex- o
pressed in more formal rather than narrative lerms. A Different Kind of Order (The Art Teacher mmum
Story) and, from the same seies, The Thelonius Monk Story, as well as The Mondrian Story and 15 x 24 each
The Pencil Story (all 1972-73) are lairly straightiorward texis with accompanying photographs,  Courtesy of Sonnabend Galiery, New York

ROLLING: TIRE

A lree-rolling truck tire struck and kiled & pedesirian in Detano, sccording o the
California Highway Patral. As Francisco Ramiraz, 30, drove north on Calilornia
B4, a tire cama ofl his ruck, crossed ihe norih and southbound lanes, and hit
Don Edison Yarbraugh, 21, of Denton, Texas, the CHP said. Yarbrough was
reported dead al the scena.




Violent Space Sevies: Five Vignetted Porlraits of
Siress Sivations, 1976

& black-and-white photegraphs on board

11 % 13% each

Courlesy of Sonnabend Gallary, New York

Viatent Space Series; Ning Fesal (O Victim and
Crowd) Arranged by Position in Scene, 1976

7 black-and-white pholographs on board

24% x 362

Courtesy of Sonnabend Gallery, New York

Mick Shesdy

like fngres and Other Parables; their chronological development follows that of traditonal story-
telling in the same way that Six Colorful Stories and Three Feathers and Other Fairy Tales (1973)
emphasize slory ehronology in “‘real ime’” through the use of video.

If it is A.M. ... slightly alters the narrative approach by providing two possibilities for any given
image, each of which has a suggested (1hough not explicit) story which accompanies it. In other
works, Baldessari further alters traditional narrative in novel and interesting ways. The time re-
quired to tell a story, lor inslance, and the time in which the event actually took place may be (and
usually are) quite ditferent. Whereas ordinarily we take the order of occurrence to be the model



Hick Shaidy

for the order of the telling,* in some of Baldessari's reatments it is difficull to discover at all what
the order of occurrence is. For example, in Walking Forward—Running Past (1971), sequential
photographs of the drtist doing those two things are tacked onto a wall, filling the video frame, but
his position spatially and temporally is ambiguous. Here, the order of oecurrence in visual terms
is simitar 1o what might accur in storyleliing, when we have no indication of the causal order of
events which might determine the order of occurrence.

Spalial deployment can ordinarily indicate chronology, as in a comic sirip, for instance,
where there is a clear reading from left to right ¥ We tend to think of the evolulion of time as one
ol the distinguishing lactors of narrative, but in fact this is nol so, since any picture will imply a
pasl and a future; “a picture of a fores! tells implicitly of trees growing from seedlings and
shedding leaves; and a piclure of a house implies that trees were cul for it and thal its roof will
soon leak."* Baldessari uses this characteristic of the single image in £d Henderson Recon-
structs Movie Scenarios by asking Henderson 1o reconstruct a chronological narrative from a
gingle, obscure maovie still which has no contexl,

If the act of telling, as well as what is actually told, doesn't need {o 1ake time in order to con-
stitute a narralive, then a narrative which is reordered, or which lacks chronological structure,
can slill be a narrative. The degree of reordering, rather than the faci of reordering, is what

The Percil Story, 1972-73

2 Type R prints and white pencil on board

22w 2TH

Collection of Mr. and Mrs. Nicola Bulgar, Mew York

ar



Story with 24 Versions, 1974 (delail)

24 panels of 4 black-and-white photographs and
pencil on storyboard-layout paper

16% x 11} sach

Caollection of the arlist

Story with 24 Versions, 1974 (detail)

24 paneis of 4 black-andwhile photographs and
pencil on sloryboard-layout paper

16% % 11} each

Callection of the arlist

delermines when a story changes and becomes inslead a study, an analysis, an @ssay, or an
exposition.® Thus, Baldessari's Script, which has no chronology, is both & study and an analysis
of how different couples interpret a particular narrative. Here, esthetic demands completely
supersede chronclogy in ordering the overall narrative,

In Tithe the component parts of a film are presented individually as isolated lilles, images,
sounds, and then combined to a point where they stop just shorl of becoming intelligible as a
story. Story with 24 Viersions (1974) uses four identical pholographs of scenes, each titled with a
simple descriptive sentence, to form all possible syntactical combinations of those units;
therefore a different story results from each ordering. Mowe Storyboard: Norma's Story (1974)
reassembies storyboards irom commercial movie scripls to form a new story, but leaves piclorial
and verbal holes where there is no suitable image or script to fil the new narrative. In Violent
Series: Story Outline {A Story That Ends Up Mostly in Bed) (1976), narrative is created by using
television images, each labeled with a word according to the activily or object depicted (in this
case, all having overtones of violence), and then ordered so that the words form a simple siory.
This one 'ends up mastly in bed,” a pun on the fact that the last two images each show someone
in bed. When Baldessari plays with the elements of a story in these ways, new meaning is created
aparl from that which already exists in the basic narrative, This is because

although every narrative will survive some reordering, and some narratives will survive
any reordering, nol every narrative will survive every reordering. ... World structure is




Mowvig Storybodard: Norma's
Story, 1974

3 panels, black-and-whilg
pholographs and lyped texl
‘on sloryboard-layout paper

One 8% x 20%, lour BY x
29% each

Collection of the artist

Movie Storyboard: Norma's

Story, 1974 (detail)

5 panels, black-and-while
photegraphs and typed tex
an slaryboard-layoul paper

One BY = 20%, lour BY =
297 each

Callection ol the artist

Violeni Serias: Story Quiling (A Story Thal Ends Up
Mostly In Bed), 1976

8 black-and-while contacl prinls and acetate ink

5% x 8%

Courtesy of Sonnabend Gallery, New York




Fugitive Essay (With Zebra), 1980
2 black-and-while photographs and 1 Type C print
12% x T2% (leht), 23% x 60% (cenler),

T x T% (right)
Instaliation dimensions: approamately 96" »x 35%°
Courtesy of Sonnabend Gallery, New York

Fugitive Essay (With Zebra), 1980 (detail}
2 black-and-white photographs and 1 Type C prini
12% 2 72% (lell), 23% x 60% (center),

T4 x 7% (rght)
Instaliation dimensions: approximately 96" x 3557
Courtesy of Sonnabend Gallery, New York

Left wall: 8% x 11 each (lish tail and head)
Center wall: 8% x 13% (road)

Right wall: 9% x 22 each (mountain and shig)
Room size: 36%:" x 22° % 15

heavily dependent on order of elements and on comparative weight of kinds; and
reordaring and weight shifting are among the most powerful processes used in making
and remaking lacls and worlds.*

Fugitive Essays (1980), Baldessari's mosi recen! body of work 1o dale, is perhaps his mos!
poetic and complex use of narrative thus far, and does nol contain any words at all, Each piece
consists of a three-part photographic wall installation. Baldessari explains the title Fugitive
Essays as equivalen| to "escape altempls,”’ or essays aboul escape. In an explanatory text writ-
ten o provide some clues to the work, he calls it “'a iribule o the Fugitive Poels as regionalisis,
traditionalists, classicists, and theif quarrel with emotion in art,” whose sensibility he opposes lo
that of “the Imagists,” standing for “'the present, alive, revolutionary impulse, unexpressed
possibilities.”” The wo modes, suggesting the diflerences between the semanitic and esthetic
kinds of information discussed earlier, are metaphorically visualized in the shape and placement
ol the three component paris of each work, An irregular shape is placed close to the ceiling o a
room on a diagonal, with the black-and-white subject matter filling the entire frame and da-
termining Its shape, The bottom piece lies parallel 1o the floor, is large and geometrically or regu-
larly shaped. Here, the subject matier is determined by the shape of the frame rather than vice-
versa, so that the spaciousness of the image in its lormat is classicizing. The black-and-white,
confined image of the irregular, close-to-the-ceiling component has more 1o do with what is cha-
olic, indeterminate, and irrational.

In the center of these extremes is the third component, placed al eye level, of ordinary size
and scale. It contains what Baldessari describes as classic, salon-type photography and subject
matter. Each of the three images is individually suggeslive but also implies conneclions among
ihem, and a narrative can be created simply by the process of association. As visual melaphors,
they join

dissimilars not 50 much [0 let us perceive in them some préviousty hidden similarity but

o create something altogether new. As C. Day Lewis claims, "we lind poetic trulh struck

oul by thae collision rather than the collusion of images.'™






Hick Bhandy
Bauwdelaire Meeals Pog, 1280

2 black-and-white photographs and 1 Type C print
8 x 57V (lell); 24 x 24 {cenler); 32 x 30 {right)
Ingtaltation dimensions: 9%’ x 9%’

Courtesy of Sonnabend Gallery, New York

Everything s Furged. .., 1966-68

Acrylic on canvas

50 » 45

Courtesy of Sonnabend Gallery, New York

Painting For Kubler, 1966-68

Acrylic and pholoemulsion on canvas

68 x 56'a

Caotlection of Stuart and Judith Spence,
South Pasadena, California

a2

These recenl works by Baldessari, which seem the most enigmatic because they contain a
preponderance of esthetic rather than semantic infarmation, were inspired by a phrase he wrote
in his notebook Just alter completing the exiremely complex and visually dense Blasted Alfe-
garies, which dealt with the siructure of language itseli. He drew a big apple in the nolebook and
wrole beneath it, “LARGE SIMPLE THINGS.”

An essential aspect of Baldessari's work and one mosl immedialely apparent to the viewer
is that his is an art about art, Like verbal language, visual language has the capacily to commenl
about itseli, Just as, in Barthes' words, "'narration can only receive its meaning from the world
which makes use of it,"®= so too does Baldessari's work specifically addrass the audience that
will see it—mostly critics, arl sludents, other artists, and knowledgable and interested viewers,
Because his work operales simullaneously on this specific level as well as on a more profound
and general one, much of its humor derives from doing these two things al once.

For most people, arl is irrelevant or trivial, and issues thal are crucial to the art student, for
instance, may be laughable to the general public. The texts lettered on Baldessari's early pieces,
for example, in Everything 15 Purged. .. (1966-68), have a didactic pomposity which in itsell is the
subject matter, and the humaor, of the work. A passage from George Kubler's The Shape of Time,
first published in 1962, is used (in only minutely allered form) as the painting itsell. Although the
book was an influential one for many artists during the late 1960s and early 1970s, oul of context
the guote pinpoints the absurdity and non-functional quality of formal esthetic thought without ref-
erence to a real object or event.

There is, however, a school of thought which maintains that in a work of art, purity, pursuit of
presence, and lack of reference to anything outside itself are the proper goals ® Admittedly, noth-




ing can éxist withoul some reference o the world oulside itself, although ornamenl and dec-
oration somelimes come close lo achieving this kind of sell-sulficiency. Baldessari's early paini-
ing Pure Beauty (1966-68) is a wonderful spoof on the impossibility of having a work of art exist in
and of ilsell: by acknowledging the obwvious, Baldessari makes something thal does, indeed
consist ol PURE BEAUTY, which “has only one quality,” that of art.

The Way We Make Ari Now ... is also a spoof on current art atlitudes, and sireiches the def-
inition of what can be considered arl. Because the late 1960s and early 1970s were periods of
innovalion, using the human body as arl, making process egquivalent to preduct, wlilizing
philosophical language alone as a work of art, efiminating all elements excep! gesture from a
work, using new, non-art materials, and so on, Baldessari questions that very sense of originality
or exploration by taking it 1o ils limits. By taping a stick al one end, then picking it up at the other,
he is both questioning and spoofing what conslilutes art, Similarly, in the lape | Am Making Art, we
are lefl with a gquestion rather than an answer, /s he, in facl, doing what he says he is?

In this spirit, Baldessari uses the formal problems indigenous 1o making art as subject matier,
The most commaon “art” theme in his work has to do with color, and many of his pieces use the
color wheel as a formal base, like Common Memory Colors or Six Colorful Inside Jobs (1877), 8
film in which the ordinary becomes outrageously artful. For this, Baldessari hired a housapainter
to paint a while cubicle a dillerent color every day. Filmed from above and shown at fasi speed,
the activily of painting the space, sometimes first in outline, then each wall in turn, and finally the
floar (the painter exits from a hidden door just beside the last comer, out of which he literally
paints himself), makes a mundane aclivity seem replele with meaning by giving it a new spatial
and temporal dimension. The overlapping ol the colors, the wonderlully quixotic, Chaplinesque
movements of the painler, the way the space changes according to each color used, and the
natural and unconscious selection by the viewer of a favorite color all make the film livaly,
esthetically rich, and very lar removed Irom the original activily in its “pure’’ lorm. As Baldessari
said recently. "'I'm less interested in what is art than what is nol art ... It's the secondary thing that
interasts me . .. how you move stuff into the area of art thal's nol there.* Baldessari manages o
combine ar and non-art elements while keeping their idenlities separate. The Strobe Series/
Futurist (1975) contrasts the extracrdinary elegance of frozen movement in lime-lapse pholo-
graphs with inardinately mundane objects and activities. Trying fo Gef a Straight Line with a Fin-
ger. lor example, or Game for Two Peaple and Two Ping Pong Balls. .. create exiremely beautiful,
classical photographs from invented activities, while Passing the Buck and Pulling Leg use visual
puns lo create the activity.

Fure Beauly, 19656-68
Acrylic on canvas

55 x 68

Collection of Ed Kienholz, Hope, Idaho

Strobe Sefes/ Fulurist: Trying o Gel a Siraight
Line with a Finger

4 black-and-white pholographs

16 x 20 each

Courtesy ol Sonnabend Gallery, New York



Thaumatrope Serias: Horse with Two Aiders
{Doubla Thaumatrope), 1975

4 black-and-while photographs

11 x 14 each

Courtesy of Sonnabend Gallery, New York

Mick Snedy
Thaumalrope Saries: Two Gangsfters (One with
Sear and Gun), 1975
3 piack-and-white photographs
216 x 20each, 15 x 7
Courtesy of Sonnabend Gallery

Mick Shasidy
Repair/Relouch Series: An Allegory About
Wholeness {Plate and Man with Crufches), 1976
4 black-and-white pholographs (retouched)
T4 1 11%, each
Collection of Lila and Gilbert Silverman

Retouch Seres; Rubin's Effect. Four Facas: Two
New Vases (Male, Female/ Liza Minneili Pairl,
1676

2 black-and-white pholographs

13 x 19% each

Courtesy of Socnnabend Gallery, Mew York




Hick Shaity

The Thaumaltrope Series(1875) is about taking things apart rather than putting thern together,
since a thaumalrope consists of disconnected images which when twirled will combine visuaily
o produce a single picture. Sometimes Baldessari has used images of intense activity which
involve violence or balance, like gangsters or acrobalts. Disassembled, the images become lunny
because their meaning is entirely dependent upon their relationship. Taking things aparl and
putting them logethar, two of the integral aspecis ol making arl, is also lhe focus ol the
Repair/Retouch Series (1976). In one, a legless man and a broken plate are juxtaposed with thair
“repaired” equivalents. In another, a vase appears between two profiles, a Rubin's effect
{heightened by airbrushing) playing on the dynamics of positive and negative space, a concept
basic to any beginning ari class. The Alignment Series: Measuring a Chair with a Coffiee Cup (Top-
Bottom) (1875) is a variation of the old-lashioned technique of using a brush or one’s thumb held
atarm's length in order to measure (he scale of a painted image in relation 10 ils real counterpar,

The Kissing Serias (1975) is based on Baldessari's recollaction thatl "an arl professor once lold
me that in compasition, elements should either overlap or there should be some space between
them; that it produced discomiort when things were langential. He called this phenomena
‘kissing." " Baldessari‘s entire series is predicated therelore on doing the wrong thing,

A group of works based on the juxtaposition of viclent images and formal arl problems has
produced several examples of extreme disjunction between art and artifice. One of the mos! in-
congruous of these is Violent Space Series; Two Figures Throwing Victim in Sack Into Sea (With

Alignment Series: Measuring a Chair with a Coffee
Cup (Top-Botiom), 1975

2 black-and-while pholographs

11 x 13} each

Courtesy of Sonnabend Gallery, New Yark

Kissing Series: Susan. Nose Touching Palm Frond

Courtesy ol Sonnabend Gallery, New York



Jan Abeos

Violkent Space Seres: Two Figures Throwing Victim
in Sack Info Sea (With Relation to Edges) Six
Possibilities, 1976

& black-and-while photographs on board

6% x 9% each; 35% x 30 overall

Courtesy of Sonnabend Gallary, New York

Vident Space Series. Two Stares Making a Poinl
but Biocked by & Plana (For Malevitch), 1976

Black-and-while pholograph with collage

24y x 36

Courlesy ol James Corcoran Gallery, Los Angeles,
California

Relation to Edges) (1976), in which the picture plane and the framing edge, those proverbial
guardians of proper form, play havoc with the informational content of the image. In another work
from the same series, Two Stares Making a Point but Blocked by a Plane (For Malevilch)(1976). a
large, off-balance white square completely subverts the content of the original photograph and
creales a new hybrid, which doesn’t fit any known category of information.

These works deal with the element of space. Others, lor instance Concerning Diachronic/
Synchronic Time: Above, On, Under (With Mermaid) (1976), deal with the element of time, in this
case by implying that artificial objects change into nalural objecis wilh the passage of time,
which is measured here by the crossing of a speedboal from lefl 1o right. One other piece, Photos
That Belong Together (New York Times Pair) (1976), is a kind ol modern lrompe ['cedl, since |l
would appear 1o the casual viewer, knowing we are looking al a work of art, that the photographs
belong together by virlue of their compositional similarity. In fact, they belong together because
in each one a liny piece of paper can be found, their halves malching up in the two works,

01 this series of arl-relaled pieces, one of the funniest is a segmeni from The Way We Make
Arf Now ... called ““The Birth of Abstract Art. " A crudely drawn image of a horse's head appears
on the screen as Baldessari describes a painter who is having dilliculty realistically depicting the
foam on a horse's mouth. In frustration, the painter throws a painl-filled sponge at the horse’s
head, accidentally effecting a perfect representation of foam, and establishing, Baldessari says,
the first abstract arl. In this particular segment, Baldessari seems to have combined his inlerest
in storytelling, didacticism and teaching, and verbal and visual information, and made a piece
which is at once an art about art and an art about life, as well as a warmly saltirical commentary
on both,



Concerning Diachromic/ Synchronic Time:
Abowa, On, Under (With Mermaid), 1978

G black-and-white photographs

9% x 135

Courtesy of Sonnabend Gallery, Mew Yark

Photos That Betong Together (New York Times
Pair), 18976

2 black-and-white pholographs

9 x 13% each

Courtesy of Sonnabend Gallery, New York




Jorn Thomas

Semi-Close-Up Of Girl By Geranium. .., 1966-68

Acrylie on canvas

59 x 45

Collection of Oellentliche Kunstsammilung Basel,
Basal, Swilzertand

One ol Baldessari's earliest works, Semi-Close-Up of Girl by Geranium (1966-1968), has al-
ways been an exiremely impaortant piece for him. It was laken, he says, directly from a film scripl
by DW. Griffiths, and consisis ol a canvas upon which a descriptive and visually evocative text is
printed, One ol the reasons the work may have been seminal for Baldessari is that of all his early
paintings, this one incorporates an idea from a discipline other than, bul loosely related to, paint-
ing itsell. In s0 doing, he has presented a visual idea which incorporates lime, space, movement,
characier, focus, activily, a relationship between parson and object, and the use of one arl lorm
1o creale another, Typical of most of his subsequeni work, this painting has a sirong narrative
dimension, with the narrator’s identity remaining neutral and objective. The painling is both hu-
morous and mysterious, using only wrillen language o describe an event or situation which is
visually and psychologically complex. And in so doing, the work refers to a life outside of art, to a
world of ordinary, everyday objects and activilies,

Baldessari's work has no particular ideological base in that over the past lifteen years or so il
has made use of everything il needed or wanted to, no matter what area it was from. In his work
the use of multiple sources, the combination of the sacred and the profane, the ordinary and the
entraordinary, makes us particularly aware of the ever-changing interplay between daily life and
the world of art. His work clearly expresses the idea that

neither a life perlected as arl nor an arl perfecled as life seems possible for us; both lead
1o death. Lile as art aliows neither change nor growth; art as life conveys no meaning.
Our world lies between the two exiremes. In effect we shift back and lorth along the
metaphoric bridge; our life is modelied upon our art, and our art is modelled wpon our life,
In this way we maintain curselves in a stale of doubt, we seek knowledge by means ol
exparience, we discover new trulhs

John Baldessari's pervasive curiosity, his pursuil of the unpredictable, his mistrust of the easy
solution, and his willingness lo use anything and everything in an atlemp! 1o go beyond what is
already known 1o him make for a body of work that speaks to us in a way which is immediate and
fresh. Baldessari's work and the sensibility which prompls it help us to appropriate the world al
large for ourselves, and teach us never 1o neglect the obvious.

—Marcia Tucker

NOTES

1. Al guotes, unless otherwise indicated, are from interviews with the artisi in Los Angeles and Mew York in
the fall af 1980,

2. Moira Roth, A Conversation with John Baldessari,” held in Santa Monica, California, on January 6,
1873, unpublished, unpaginated,

3. Inthe Cramation Piace done lor ihe Soffware exhibition al The Jewish Museum, New York, in Saptembar
1570, Baldessari destroved all the work he had done between May 1353 and March 1966 thal was in his
possession as of July 24,1970,

4. Lyn Biumenthal and Nancy Bowen, iranscripl of videolape interview heldd in the ariist’s studio in Los
Angeles, in Augus] 1979, for the series “On Ar and Artisis™ (Video Data Bank/The School of the Art
Instilule of Chicago, Chicago), unpublished, p. 2.

5. The lenges! dimension of the canvas was equal 1o the diagenal of Baldessarl's van doors when opened,
this was how he arrived at the “'slandard size" of the work,
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La Jolla Museum ol Art, La Jolla,
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Molly Barnes Gallary, Los Angeles,
Calilarnia,

Eugenla Buller Gallery, Los Angeles,
Calilormnia

Richard Felgen Gallary, New Yark.
Art and Project, Amsterdam,
Nethariands.

Galerie Konrad Fischer, Dusseidor,
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Paula Cooper Gallery, New York.
“{pholoipholof, . (photo” Universiy ol
Maryland Anl Gallery, Baltimore, Maryland.
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Art, New York,
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“Videotapes,” Incontri Intermazionali d"Ane,
Roma, llaly.
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Galarije Grada Zagreba, Zagreb, Yugo-
Shinna.

Galeria Communale d Arle Moderna, Par-
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lsrael Museum, Jerusalam, Israei

La Mammeile Art Center, San Francisco,
Califonia.

“Painting and Sculplure in California: The
Modern Era,”" San Francisco Museum of
Modern Arl, San Francisco, Calilornka.
“Pan Pacilic Blennale,” Auckiand City Ar
Gallery, Auckland, New Zealand.

“Rooms.” Institlute for An and Urban Re-
sources, PS5, 1, Long Island City, New York,
“Serial Photography,” Broxton Gallery, Los
Angeles, Calilomia,

“Video,” Gallery D, Universily of Calfomia
al Berkeley, Barkeley, Caliiornia.
“Videolapes: Cenler Focus" 111 Wacker
Galery, Chicago.

Aktionsgalarie, Bam.

Castelli Geaphics, New York {lims).
“Contermnparary American Pholographic
Works," Museum of Fine Arls, Houston,
Taxas.

Fine Arts Gallery, Callfomia State University
in Los Angales, Los Angedes, California
(filmsg),

“Happy New Arl”" Students Cullural Centar,
Beograd, Yugoslavia

Thomas Lewallen Gallery, Los Angeles, Call-

fornia (lilms)

1978

“Los Angeles: Selections from the Art
Lending Service,' The Museum of Modem
Art, New York.

“Of The Wl University of Western
Florida, Pensacota, Florida.

“Pholography as Means.”" Center for Pholo-
graphic Arl, La Jolia, Califomnia.

“Time,” Philadeiphza College of Ari, Phila-
deiphia, Pennsylvania,

“Whitney Biennial,” Whilney Mussum of
American Arl, New York

“Words," Whitney Mussum Downiown
Branch, Naw York.

" Armaatican MarrativerStary Art: 1967-1977"
Contemporary Arls Museum, Houston, Tex-
as {Iravalad 1o Universily Arl Museurn,
Berkelay, Calilornia)

“Art About Art," Whitnay Museum of Ameri-

can Arl, New York.

“Mrtworks and Bookworks,” Los Angeles
Institule of Conlemporary Arl, Los Angeles,
“A Selection of Conceptual Works by Eighi
W Jubian Pratto Gallery, Mew

“Film/Video Works ‘76-78." Casteli-Sonna-
bend Tapes and Films, New York.
“Kirklands Internalional Photographic
England.

“Narration.” Institute of Contemparary Art,
Boston, Massachusetts.

""5ez Who? Language as Image,” Peter M,
David Gallery, Minneapolis, Minnesota.
"Summer Group Exhibition,” Sennabend
Gallery, Mew York,

Wil and Wisdom: Works by Bakdessari,
Hudsen, Levine and Oppenheim,” Institute
ol Contemporary Art, Boston, Massachu-
salls,

1878

1980

“Works Irom (he Calleclion of Donothy and
Herbarl Vogel.” University of Michigan
Museumn of Art, Lansing, Michigan.
“Alered Pholography,” Institule for Art and
Urban Resources, PS. 1. Long Istand City,
Hew York

“Allitudes.” Santa Barbara Museum of A,
Santa Barbara, Caklomia.

“Concept, Narrative, Document, Recenl
Photographic Works fram the Morion
Neumann Family Collection.” Museum of
Conlemporary Arl, Chicago, llinois,
“Narrative At Dartmouth College Mu-
seum and Galleries, Hopkins Center, Han-
ovar, Neéw Hamgpshire,

“Maw Aspects of Sell in American Pholog
raphy Herbert F Johnson Museumn of Art,
Cornell University, 1thaca, New York,
“Taxl-Photo-Geschichien,' Bonner Kunsl:
verein, Bonnar, Germany,

"Whitney Biennial,” Whitney Mussum of
American Art, New York.
“Word/Objeciimage,” Rosa Esman Gallery,
New York.

“Words," Museum Bochum-Kunst-
sammiung. Bochum, Germany
“Conlemporary Arl in Southern California
The High Museum of Ari, Atlanta, Georgia.
“Pigr and Ocean,” Ars Council of Great
Britain, London, England.

“The Pholograph Transformed,” Touchsione
Gallary, Mew York.

"Wisual Articulation of ldea,” Visual
Sludies Workshop, Rochester, New York,
“Words and Numbers,” Summil Art Center,
Summil, New Jarsey,



THE NEW MUSEUM, New York

catalog co-published with UNIVERSITY ART GALLERIES,
Wright State University, Dayton, Ohio





