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As befits an art of the mind, 'Conceptual art' Roses problems right from the start. What
was it? When was it? (Is it still around or is it 'history'?) Where was it? Who made it? (Are
we to consider 'X" a Conceptual artist or not?) And of course, the umbrella-question:
why? Why produce a form of visual art premised on undercutting the two principal
characteristics of art as it has come down to us in Western culture, namely the
production of objects to look at, and the act of contemplative looking itself?.. These
are real questions ... Looked at in one way, Conceptual art gets to be like Lewis Carroll's
Cheshire cat, dissolving away until nothing is left but a grin: a handful of works made
over a few short years by a small number of artists, the most important of whom soon
went on to do other things. Then again, regarded under a different aspect, Conceptual
art can seem like nothing less than the hinge around which the past turned into the
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present: the modernist past of painting as the fine art, the canon from Cezanne to
Rothko, versus the postmodernist present where contemﬁorar exhibition spaces are
full of anything and everything, from sharks to photographs, piles of rubbish to
multi-screen videos -- fuﬁ, it seems, of everything except modernist painting.
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