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CONCEPTUAL ART
“Conceptual Art,” as defined by Matthew Baigell in his book, Dictionary of American Art, is a term used to describe mixed-media art objects.  First suggested as a rubric by French artist Jean Dubuffet to include all types of composite art, the term became popular when in 1961 MOMA held an exhibition entitled The Art of Assemblage.  The show reflected and responded to the increased use of mixed-media during the 1950’s, both in this country and abroad.
As assemblage is made up of two or more elements and is “predominantly assembled rather than painted, drawn, modeled, or carved.  Entirely or in part, [its] constituent elements are preformed natural or manufactured materials, objects, or fragments not intended as art materials.”   Assemblage has also been described as the art of a junk culture, usually urban, in which bits and pieces of the environment, transformed or not, become the content of a work.  Materials may be ephemeral or substantial.  Meaning may be prosaic or profound, personal or public.  Forms may be permanently fixed or alterable.  Presentation may range from the exquisitely crafted to the randomly assembled.  Such manipulation of nonartistic materials in  indeterminate contexts has attracted many artists and influenced many movements since the late 1950s, especially in the medium of sculpture, so that even if Assemblage is associated with that period its influence is still profoundly felt two decades later.  Major centers of work in assemblage have been New York City and southern California.  

The history of Assemblage reaches back at least to the earliest experiments in collage by Pablo Picasso and Georges Braque in 1912 and can be traced through Futurism, Dada, and Surrealism.  In this country, immediate sources are diverse.  Marcel Duchamp’s interest in found materials has been of great consequence.  Surrealist juxtapositions of carefully arranged forms with potentially labyrinthine meanings influenced such figures as JOSEPH CORNELL (Lunar Level No. 1, 1958, Hirshhorn Mus.).  ROBERT RAUSCHENBERG (Collection, 1953, San Francisco Mus.), the major assemblage-maker, and others divested objects of personal meaning, perhaps in response to the subjective and emotional cargo of Abstract Expressionist painting, thus allowing works to remain within the continuum of life, to maintain overtones of their own past history, even as their forms were manipulated in “artistic” contexts.  At the same time, Assemblage carried ABSTRACT EXPRESSIONISM’S improvisational tendencies well beyond the canvas surface.  Some artists, such as EDWARD KIENHOLZ, used found objects to make sardonic observations about American life.
Virtually all assemblages provoke a series of questions concerning modern art:  What is the nature of art?  What is appropriate subject matter?  What are appropriate materials?  Should the artist form materials or use already formed ones?   Lit.:  William C. Seitz, The Art of Assemblage, exhib. Cat., MOMA, 1961.
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