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A broken love means most to the one who walks away 
from it – because the leaver is so profoundly invested in 
the connection that he or she tries to influence and mold it 
until the very end. Severing the ties to another human being 
gives that bond a final form. Breaking up as the last gesture 
of a love? I’m not sure how much there is to this logic. But 
it rings true of many artists who broke up with art. Only an 
artist who is deeply in love with her art can be wracked by 
such passionate doubts about it even to the point of despair 
that she finds serious motives to leave it behind or at least 
put her reservations into practice. This was the point of 
departure for Gestures of Disappearance.

To contemporary readers, “in love with art” may sound like 
a romantic cliché, but what the four artists in this exhibition 
have in common is a core drive that is quintessentially 
romantic: the yearning for a fusion of art and life so 
expansive and so complete that it encompasses everything 
in a passionate embrace—the whole subject, the whole body, 
and indeed reality in all its vastness. 

Their excessive utopian designs, shattered by reality, made 
them spiteful and sometimes bitter. In today’s perspective, 
all four look like childish rebels who set out in inflatable 
Looking back after thirteen years (and several loves and 
break-ups of my own), it seems to me that Ader, Burden, 
Cravan, and Lozano had so completely fallen for a vision 

that their work inevitably came to be about its hopeless 
impracticality; the impossible quest to devise a realistic 
future for it.Their excessive utopian designs, shattered by 
reality, made them spiteful and sometimes bitter. In today’s 
perspective, all four look like childish rebels who set out in 
inflatable dinghies to conquer the impossible because they 
thought it was possible—and had to watch as their hopes 
deflated. Their experience arouses our sympathy, it lets us 
relate to them as human beings, but it also makes them 
representative characters of their era. As I have argued in 
General Strike, tendencies urging a withdrawal from art were 
especially prevalent in the 1910s and again after 1968, times 
of profound social transformation. Whenever humans have 
collectively risen to reach for a grand and feasible vision, 
they have always landed hard. Not all passionate utopians 
have survived the impact. 

The urge to be free and break through barriers that 
propelled the swashbuckling poet and amateur boxer Arthur 
Cravan through the early twentieth century was not only 
broken by World War I; like Lee Lozano’s aspirations, it also 
collided with the narrow-mindedness and timidity of some 
avant-garde circles. Cravan flew high and fell; one of the 
first to crash into the limits of the modern rhetoric of self-
determination. In 1969, Lee Lozano’s fascination with a “total 
revolution” of all domains of life gave way to an acerbic 
frustration with the vanities of the art world that eventually 
led her to leave art behind. She was also manifestly 
disappointed with the feminist movement, so much so that 
she refused to speak to women for three decades. Bas Jan 
Ader fell silent in his own way in the early 1970s; like a monk 
by the sea, he looked out over the void that was left after the 
bond between the subject’s inward self and its expression in 



language, its resonance in the outside world, had snapped. 
Chris Burden homed in on the same problem, and like Ader, 
he threw himself, his body, his existence into the balance in 
order to resurvey what was left of the freedom of art as a 
rebellious way of life beyond the well-rehearsed roles the art 
world afforded him.

The results were sobering: images, metaphors, and lived 
moments of loneliness and isolation, of rage and sadness. 
What the gestures of disappearance bury is nothing less 
than an emancipatory model of the role and behavior of an 
artist; the belief that the individual’s artistic practice can be 
sustainable and effective under the given social conditions. 
The exhibition’s four protagonists drew different conclusions 
from the loss of a horizon they would fain have set sail for. 
What united them is that they chose, for a brief moment, 
to perform gestures in which the fading of their emphatic 
belief in the artist’s role found clear articulation. The resulting 
eminent works made it possible to put these gestures on 
display in an exhibition identifying the positions of their 
authors amid the tumble of two of the twentieth century’s 
crucial transformative periods. In 2002, as we looked back 
on the tendencies in 1990s institutional critique, Cravan and 
Lozano in particular seemed to me to exemplify what was 
perhaps the most radical form of institutional critique one 
can imagine: closing the door for good on art as a viable 
option.

Gestures of Disappearance was conceived as a prologue, 
the pilot show to a series of texts and exhibitions about 
the decision to drop out of art. The idea was born in 2001 
at one of those moments when I wasn’t too confident 
whether I still believed in the power of contemporary art 
to influence society. I was twenty-eight, with a teaching 
appointment at the Academy of Visual Arts in Leipzig, and 
unsure about my options. I asked myself whether dropping 
out and trying to chart a different path might be the better 

choice, and I came to the realization that many others must 
have asked themselves the same question before me. In 
each generation, artists—and not only artists—must have 
wondered again and again whether to keep going or put 
down the brush, pencil, or camera. How did they decide, 
and why? What did that say about their trust, or distrust, in 
the potential of art in their time? There had to have been an 
entire history of a hidden movement of artists who criticized 
the social conditions constraining their practice—and its 
ability to affect those social conditions in turn—going so far 
as to break from art altogether.

When I started researching the subject, my initial question 
turned out to be a blank area—indeed, a blind spot—on the 
maps of theory production and the historiography of art. The 
deliberate abandonment of an artistic practice, the decision 
to shed the artist’s role, the withdrawal from the art world: 
no one, it seemed to me at the time, had seriously looked 
into or even thought through these things. So Gestures of 
Disappearance marked the beginning of a project I pursued 
over the course of several years, trying to close that gap (see 
General Strike, 2011). I never produced a second exhibition, 
however, because that would have seemed to me to run 
counter to the core issue. The act of dropping out of art 
as such cannot be put on display, and in the exceptional 
instances where it can—because we can identify works and 
documents that make the threshold situation of a gradual 
or sudden renunciation of all involvement in the art field 
tangible—the point of the whole enterprise would remain 
questionable. Why should I as a curator try to capitalize on 
it by putting together a spectacular display of artists’ letters 
of resignation? I had done something of the sort with Lozano 
and Cravan, but, although few people knew about them 
thirteen years ago, the art-historical literature had already 
taken note of their lives, albeit in incomplete accounts.

I am grateful for this revival of the original 2002 exhibition 
because it was an important project to me for reasons both 
private and methodological. Gestures of Disappearance 
was a curatorial narrative that operated largely without 
original works of art. I needed works on loan only for Chris 
Burden and a few pieces by Ader; much of the rest were 
photocopies and texts that were presented in typographic 
designs by the Leipzig-based graphic artist Till Gathmann. I 
obtained copies of Lee Lozano’s language pieces and notes 
from the archive maintained by her estate in New York 
and presented them as they were. In Barcelona I met Isaki 
Lacuesta, who was working on a documentary film about 
Arthur Cravan and had compiled valuable material. He gave 



me a shoebox full of photocopies that I used as sources 
for reproductions. We then arranged for a pre-premiere of 
Lacuesta’s film in conjunction with the exhibition in Leipzig. I 
received permission from Bas Jan Ader’s estate to make my 
own reproductions of several works and documents, and the 
exchange of letters with the estate and his widow, Mary Sue 
Ader, led to the discovery of film footage about Ader’s last 
project that had never been shown in public.

The exhibition cost very little to produce. Instead we spent 
our time and the local production resources on developing 
a narrative about disappearance based on the calibrated 
alignment of different gestures of showing that left no doubt 
about their theatrical character. We used original works only 
when it made good sense in light of their status; in most 
cases they were dispensable. Gestures of Disappearance 
spoke with a curatorial narrator’s voice that projected a 
literary form into the gallery rather than arranging pieces 
of art. Despite the formally austere mise-en-scène, it was a 
melancholy text that spread out over the four walls and tied 
its protagonists together with a recurrent metaphor, a sort 
of chorus: the image of the ocean passage, of being at adrift 
and at the mercy of the elements, of putting out to sea and 
arriving nowhere.

 

Arthur Cravan had noted that “the first condition for an 
artist is to be able to swim.” This swipe at his fellow artists 
appeared in large letters on one wall, and in the exhibition it 
took on an existentialist edge. Cravan presumably drowned 
in 1918 trying to escape across the Gulf of Mexico and on 
to Buenos Aires in a sailboat. In 1975, Bas Jan Ader set sail 
to cross the Atlantic as part of his project “In Search of the 
Miraculous” and disappeared without a trace; only the tiny 
boat was found some time later. And in 1973, Chris Burden 
took a canoe out into the Gulf of Mexico, where he spent 
eleven days utterly by himself. These stories, images, and 
male myths—because that is what they are—do not make 
for good legend. The three men’s lives, like Lozano’s self-
dramatizations, reveal them as victims rather than heroes. 
That is why the artists of the generations that followed saw 
very little in them that they could build upon. These four 
mark endpoints—tragic discontinued models of an outworn 
vision of art and the artist’s role they were so passionately 
committed to that, in bidding farewell, they gave it final 
form.







Once something is art, it cannot be anything but art.
Art is stuck as art.
Such inflexibility is ironic given art’s inherent flexibility.
Yet this is neither a ‘good’ nor ‘bad’ situation.
This is art’s condition, take it or leave it.

Once a person is an artist, can that person be something 
other than an artist?
A person is stuck being a person.
There is not much flexibility there.
Yet this is neither a ‘good’ nor ‘bad’ situation.
This is our condition, take it or leave it.

We return to the question of whether a person who is an 
artist is necessarily stuck being – ontologically – an artist:
If an artist-person decides no longer to be an artist-person, is 
it possible to become another kind of person?
Once valorized as an artist, can the artist leave the scene of 
his/her own canonization?
Once an artist is part of our collective memories, our 
historical consciousness, can the artist become an ex-artist?
Is that divorce ever truly final?
It seems easier for an artist to disappear as an artist – for 
instance, in an inadvertent life-ending tragedy, or a slow fade 
into artistic obscurity – than it is for an artist to exit the field 
deliberately to become something (and someone) else.

Art cannot walk away from being art.
Art cannot relinquish its status as art.
Art cannot drop out of art.
Art cannot opt out of art.
Art cannot resign from art, and change its career.
Art cannot vanish without a trace.
The disappearance of art is an absence with presence.
Art is art is art; or so it would seem.
Art can be nothing, but it is still art.
Even post-art or ex-art is art.
(There is no such thing as “post-art” or “ex-art.”)
Since art already contains its self-negation, art cannot be 
negated.
Art cannot go on strike.

The artist can walk away from being an artist.
The artist can relinquish his/her status as artist.
The artist can drop out of art.
The artist can opt out from being an artist.
The artist can resign from art, and change careers.
The artist can (not) vanish without a trace.
The disappearance of the artist is an absence with presence.
The artist is the artist is (not) the artist; or so it would seem.
The artist is always someone, even if he/she is no longer an 
artist.

Can there be a “post-artist” or “ex-artist”?
The self-negation by the artist of their status as an artist is a 
paradox wrapped inside an enigma.
The artist can go on strike (yet the artist’s art will inevitably 
strike back).

(The Appearance of a Disappeared Introduction)
In 2002, Alexander Koch organized the exhibition, Gestures 
of Disappearance, at the Galerie der Hochschule fur Grafik 
und Buchkunst, Academy of Fine Arts in Leipzig, Germany. 
The exhibition included artworks, and reproductions of 
artworks by _______, _________, ________, and _________, 
as well as other documentation materials. The exhibition 
examined how four artists of the 20th Century (ranging from 
the early part of the century to the 1970s), whose names will 
not reappear here in this text, staged real and/or illusionary 
disappearances from art, and even life. In a sense, the 
exhibition revealed the extent to which these artists sought 
to crash through the limits of perhaps already normative 
avant-gardist desires to push against the wall of received 
definitions of art, artist, identity, profession – even if this 
required departing from visibility, leaving art, or producing 
a mythos wherein the end of life became indistinguishable 
from a final artistic act.

In addition to deep research, Koch’s curatorial method 
involved assembling constellations of artworks in various 
media – and perhaps also non-artworks – in an essayistic 
fashion, thereby inviting the viewer not only to look, but 
also to do the work of rethinking assumptions about if, 
when, where, how an artist is an ‘artist,’ and also under 
what circumstances ‘art’ happens. Regarding one of the 
participants, it was unclear if he was a visual artist in any 
strict sense, or more of a poet-pugilist-performer; in other 
words, a person being an artist in ways that did not seem to 
conform to any received tropes of being an ‘artist.’ Another 
participant ceased speaking with women, quit the art world, 
and stopped making art: i.e., she went out on strike from 
being an artist. Another sailed his boat into the sea, and 
apparently into oblivion. 

And yet another performed – according to him – a three-day 
disappearance from the world. But how would one prove 
this? How would one document one’s own disappearance? 
To visually document one’s own disappearance would be, 
paradoxically, to reappear in the world. The only evidence 
of this disappearance-as-performance is to be found in the 
following textual form (which is also the artwork). 

No (art) exit?
Joshua Decter

May 2015



Yet the only thing separating this from the realm of fiction is 
our belief in the veracity of the statement, and therefore the 
degree to which we trust the artist’s claim:

Disappearing
December 22-24, 1971

I disappeared for three days without prior notice to anyone.
On these three days my whereabouts were unknown.

Those were the days when people could disappear for three 
days without being tracked by a GPS signal emanating 
from their mobile devices. Sadly, __________ made his final 
disappearance recently from the world. Death, though, may 
be another kind of appearance for the artist.

In 2011, Koch produced the essay (and interview), 
General Strike. It offered a theoretical expansion upon 
the 2002 exhibition, laying out a systematic approach to 
artistic withdrawal, and providing the foundations for a 
historiography of artist dropouts.   

Paradoxically, Koch’s Gestures of Disappearance is 
reappearing at Bergen Kunsthall, although in our post-
neohistorical age of reenactments, remakings and 
reconstructions, it seems that nothing is allowed to 
disappear forever. Neither art nor artist, perhaps.

Staging an escape from the cultural-existential-definitional 
dilemma of the artist might be one motivation for an artist 
to leave art: if art cannot be anything but art, if that which 
has become art cannot be un-arted, perhaps the artist can 
demonstrate that it is possible to be something other than 
the artist? Once art is art, art cannot be un-arted. If art is 
inflexibly art, maybe the artist is not inflexibly an artist, 
forever. By exiting art, is the artist engaging in another kind 
of (creative) self-reinvention that does not necessarily need 
to be codified as art? Or, by calling attention to a departure 
from art and its various economic, exhibitionary, social and 
other operating systems, is the artist leaving the door open 
for the exit, itself, to be construed as a final artistic act? And 
if so, doesn’t this mean that there can never, truly, be a final 
act for an artist?

And yet, if I were to name an artist in this sentence who has 
withdrawn from being an artist, my act of naming would be a 
recuperative gesture; in other words, the former artist would 
be returned to a kind of linguistic visibility, on this page. This 
page, as it exists within an institutional exhibition publication, 
is the discursive supplement of art’s contextual frame. To 
name the ex-artist here would be to contradict the artist’s 
decision to leave art; un-naming may be the only ethical 
thing to do, so as to honor the artist’s decision to withdraw 
from art. Still, my refusal to name the person formerly known 
as artist does not resolve all the multifaceted problems 
associated with artists who have either deliberately left art, 
or who have simply disappeared from the world (of art).

Here’s an obvious point: the artist is a person before, during 
and after he/she is an artist. Certain people-artists have 

walked away from being artists, from the whole art game, 
all the while still remaining people, as unbelievable as this 
seems. There is life after art, although it’s hard to find. Yet 
the established artist who has resigned from her/his status 
as an artist – the artist who has stopped making art, who has 
withdrawn from participating in art’s various systems, worlds, 
economies, cultures and social milieus – will nevertheless be 
considered a former artist, most likely in perpetuity. And so a 
former artist is always, to a certain extent, also an artist. Art 
is the monkey on the back of the post-artist, which means 
that there really can’t be a ‘post-artist,’ per se, since to 
negate is to invoke what has been negated.

Once a person knows him or herself to be an artist (by writ of 
self-definition or other means), does the person-as-artist have 
little choice but to remain an artist for life, as if the condition 
of being an artist was indistinguishable from their identity 
or personhood? Is an artist an artist an artist – ontologically 
speaking? For some artists, being an artist may be a life 
sentence. This may partly explain why so many artists toil 
for years in obscurity as artists, often taking jobs in other 
professions – or working as an assistant for a successful artist 
while remaining unknown or under-known, which can be even 
more humiliating. In the United States, where culture is a 
largely privatized system, there is no meaningful economic-
social safety net for artists (or other cultural workers), 
and so graduates from art schools often find themselves 
– particularly those from the working and middle classes 
– carrying loan debts that require them to obtain gainful 
employment. Art education has created further pressures for 
young artists to think of art as a means of generating income, 
with such anxieties amplified in the age of art operating as 
a financial instrument of exchange and investment in the 
art market’s scaled-up industrialized system. Increasingly, 
it seems that artists cannot exist as artists without an art 
school credential, particularly an advanced graduate degree 
credential, which means that it is just as difficult to appear as 
an artist as it is to disappear as an artist. There are instances 
of artists being plucked out of their art school studios by 
curators, gallerists or collectors, who go on to experience 
rapid name-recognition and market success, followed by 
early career flameout. This is one kind of compressed art 
career in the era of accelerationism. Yet even the legacies 
of accelerated artist flameouts may be preserved within the 
annals of the Internet’s seemingly infinite memory banks; or, 
in the growth sector of revisionist art histories. Statistically 
though, most artists are never able to support themselves 
solely through sales of their work. By maintaining presence 
as an artist on a range of platforms – from gallery to museum 
to Twitter – an artist at least has an opportunity to monetize 
their public presence as an artist. And this may remain the 
case even after the artist has exited art and its worlds, 
paradoxically, for how does an artist nullify their presence 
today in an age characterized by art’s ubiquity?

For the art world’s intelligentsia, perhaps nothing is looked 
on with greater scorn than the figure of the failed artist. 
Failure apparently signifies a devastating loss of control by 
the artist over art, career, and life. Failure reflects the worst 
sort of consensus about an artist, suggesting the inability 
of the artist to will him/herself beyond failure back in the 
direction of success. Failure, paradoxically, is the success of a 



humiliating kind of visibility, for failure is never invisible. If the 
artist is not careful, his/her departure from art may be (mis)
construed as evidence of artistic failure. There are more and 
less successful ways to leave art, in other words. In the recent 
past, however, it seemed as though it was still possible to fail 
in compelling ways in the art world; today, one can only fail 
badly. And so, perhaps it is better to leave art than to fail at 
it. Or, fail better elsewhere.

Amongst the artists of my generation who emerged into 
varying degrees of prominence in the late 1980s and 1990s, 
many were (and still are) highly ambitious, motivated 
individuals who grasped that in order to participate and 
have impact in the contemporary art milieu, they would 
have to operate as agents in the assembling of a positive 
critical consensus around their work – an interpenetrated 
social-professional network-community of artists, dealers, 
collectors, curators, critics, acolytes, hagiographers, and 
hangers-on. Temporary success – or the banality of mere 
survival – would be insufficient; a sustainable, durable form 
of presence was the objective. Absence was anathema 
to making it as an artist. By the 1980s, it was already 
becoming clear, to me at least, that the neobohemian, quasi-
subculture of the contemporary art world was becoming a 
professionalized enclave – albeit with the counter-cultural 
trappings and the requisite discursive pockets of critical 
thinking (critical thinking not being anathema to career). But 
at least it was still possible to survive as an artist or a writer 
in New York with limited capital; today, this is no longer the 
case, which is why there is so much anxiety around economic 
precariousness these days. Let’s get real: most artists, 
whether they have an advanced art degree or not, never 
get to the point wherein they can make a decision to walk 
away from a successful career in art. Success affords a certain 
amount freedom, and sometimes that freedom is abused; we 
have various cases of successful artists, art critics and others 
‘retiring’ from the art world only to return subsequently from 
the ashes of their absence to stage a resurrection of an art 
career. Yet the bad faith theatricality of attracting attention 
to oneself as a self-resurrected art worlder is welcomed if 
not courted by certain sectors of the art world; since art is a 
half-truth anyway, some folks seem to be thinking, why not 
participate in other half-truths and ruses, particularly if there 
is some truth to those tricks? And so one might conclude 
that there are both ethical and unethical ways of leaving art 
and its worlds.

Art history is the traditional disciplinary machine that does 
not allow us to forget artists, as well as former artists. Art 
history would like us to remember, as much as the artist who 
seeks to exit art and art history may want to be forgotten. 
Art history often manages to recuperate artists who have 
sought, in vain, to subtract themselves from art, and from 
art history, in one way or another. Art is forever in its own 
tenacious grip, and art history endeavors to keep the ex-
artist in its tenacious grip of authorization, validation, and 
legitimation. Art history is not keen on invalidating that 
which it has already helped to valorize, and so even in the 
case of an artist who attempts to invalidate his/her own art 
production, art history will seek to maintain its valorization; 
or if that fails, just to revalidate it. Even an invalidated work 
of art – let’s say, for example, a counterfeit, or a forgery – is 

still an authentic work of art, per se, even if its authorship has 
not been authenticated. As much as art history needs endless 
revision, it tends to abhor a crisis in its own authority. And 
allowing an already validated artist to fall down the rabbit 
hole of artistic self-negation – self-engineered obscurity – 
might signal just such a crisis in art history’s authority. At 
the same time, it seems that the artist who engineers his/
her own obscurity may stand the best chance of never being 
forgotten.

What abhors a vacuum (and a crisis in legitimacy) most is 
the art market, wherein the value of art – itself, based upon 
agreements or arrangements amongst various kinds of 
‘experts’ and speculators – must continue to grow. Neither 
the demand for – nor the supply of – quality art can be 
short-circuited, as this might threaten the viability of art 
as a financialized asset in a fast globalizing art industry. 
Stagnation contradicts the ethos of the neo-vanguard. Artists 
who lack market viability, and who have no institutional 
support, may not even be considered bona fide artists, 
because they have not become professionalized as artists. 
And there have been precious few artists who have walked 
away from success. The artist who decides to leave a 
successful career as an artist takes a significant risk, perhaps 
greater than the original risk of becoming an artist in the 
first place. And yet, the artist who renounces his/her status 
as an artist may not be able to renounce his/her future 
entanglement within the historicization, institutionalization, 
financialization, curation and mediation of their art. Even 
renunciation avails itself of recuperation.

Today, even the most revisionist, deconstructed, and 
unorthodox forms of art history seem to be increasingly 
supplemented – if not occasionally displaced – by non-
traditional mechanisms of art production, reproduction, 
circulation and validation on social media. Art in the 
digital post-material condition of its own image circulates 
to anywhere the Internet and social media are available, 
which means that art has no hiding places. Neither does 
the artist. When art is dematerialized as a sign everywhere, 
it becomes a visual currency that finds another kind of 
valorization beyond art experts and institutions: the 
endorsement of online crowds. Art’s ubiquitous mediation, 
its accelerated appearance everywhere, becomes another 
kind of legitimation. Even if we delete an image in one place, 
it will show up in another place; on the Internet, nothing is 
completely deleted, because all data is recoverable. And 
therefore art is always potentially recoverable. This makes 
it very difficult for the culturally valorized artist to withdraw 
from his/her status as an artist, to drop out from art, 
particularly if that artist’s work has entered the circulatory 
system of the Internet. Because the scenography of art is 
now everywhere, and every place and non-place a platform 
for the appearance of work, and the re-appearance of the 
artist— whether the artist has withdrawn from art, or is 
merely dead. Nothing keeps disappeared or dead artists 
alive and present more efficiently than the Internet. If an 
artist deletes his/her identity as an artist to take on another 
identity, that former identity is never completely deleted; life-
data is always recoverable, we reproduce the conditions of 
our own surveillance. We are all made of data, anyway. And 
there may be no credible way to drop out of anything in the 



epoch in which our lives are no longer entirely ours, in which 
algorithms anticipate our social behaviors. The artist who has 
dropped out of the art world may return as an algorithm, a 
bot, or an app for all we know. In a sense, the artist – and 
the artist’s work – is always being cloned on the Internet. 
The absent artist is always a present artist in cyberculture, 
just as the work of art is always here amongst us as its own 
infinitely reproducible afterimage. And we already know that 
there is nothing more real than a simulation that endlessly 
haunts us as a reasonable substitute, for reproduction and 
simulation displace art – and, in a sense, the artist – into the 
non-place of every place, everywhere. Even disappearance 
is a form of appearance on the networks. In/on social media, 
artists tend to lose control of the images of their own art. 
This is not only about questions of copyright, copyleft, the 
creative commons, sharing etc. It’s about what happens to 
images of art when they are sent out without entirely known 
or predetermined destinations and receptions: there is a loss 
of control, in varying degrees. Artists like a loss of control 
only if they can control that loss of control, and when the 
artist leaves art and the art worlds, it’s the final real-symbolic 
public gesture of reasserting control over their art (and 
life). The work of art continues circulating endlessly, yet the 
former-artist or disappeared-artist is a mere artifact of the 
afterimage of the work of art. There is no exit in a world in 
which exits are portals to other worlds.

Artists have traditionally managed the loss of control of the 
image of their art through rights & reproduction agreements 
and fees, but things do escape this control system. On the 
Internet, traditional legal mechanisms of control are difficult 
to maintain, particularly when the definition of fair usage is 
constantly being stretched. The advent of digitization and 
the Internet radically scales up these processes, rapidly 
increases proliferation, and further mediates the work of 
art into millions of its own reproductions which are then 
repurposed by endless recipients or ‘users.’ Social media, 
in theory and often in principle, allows for the endless 
re-use of art by users. In the professionalized disciplinary 
realms of art, social media’s regime of unregulated image 
dissemination and reproduction can be as unsettling as it 
is potentially liberating. The uncertainty of the life of the 
image, as it passes out of any stable contextual frames of 
definition, threatens the still relatively highly controlled art 
ecosystem of production/presentation/display/definition – 
from art schools to alternative spaces to galleries, museums, 
oral and written histories, rumors and mythologies, art 
fairs, biennials, auctions and other platforms of production, 
circulation, exchange, consumption, etc. Wherever there 
are various kinds of markets that underpin ecosystems (and 
wherever there are not), the tension between consensus and 
dissensus about what constitutes art tends to lead to some 
kind of consensus, or else the ecosystem falls apart. And 
once something has been defined, codified and validated as 
art, it seems that nothing can change this status. It’s easy to 
make value judgments about whether this or that artwork is 
good, bad, mediocre, or whatever; but to reverse engineer 
that which is art, per se, back to that which is not art, per se, 
seems a fool’s errand. Even a destroyed work of art is still a 
(destroyed) work of art. A case in point: Robert Morris, an 
artist who never dropped out of art, made what might be 
characterized as a meta-artwork about another artwork that 

he had invalidated aesthetically. In 1963, Morris produced 
a work entitled Litanies, a lead and mixed media object 
composed of 27 keys inscribed with words from Marcel 
Duchamp texts, with a lock. Morris sold the piece to the 
architect Philip Johnson, who was very late in paying him. In 
response, Morris produced Document, a work composed of 
a schematic rendering of Litanies on a lead sheet (referred 
to as “Exhibit A”), and an officially notarized, signed 
text document with information on the transaction with 
Johnson, and a stipulation negating the ”aesthetic quality 
and content of the original work.” Johnson then purchased 
Document, apparently accepting the artist’s repudiation of 
Litanies. This left Johnson in possession of one aesthetically 
valid work (Document), and one aesthetically invalidated 
work (Litanies); Morris cannily never stipulated that the 
aesthetically invalidated artwork be materially destroyed. 
Eventually, Johnson gifted both works to MoMA. Therefore, 
even though Morris negated the aesthetic value of Litanies, 
its intrinsic status as a work of art – which we might 
consider to be distinct from its aesthetic value – appears 
to have remained intact: Litanies is an artwork re-valorized 
through its placement in the museum’s collection by a 
patron. Furthermore, in the transaction between patron and 
museum, the aesthetically invalidated artwork was perhaps 
aesthetically revalidated. Art cannot be un-arted.

A reproduction of a work of art may not be the original work 
of art, per se, and photography and digital media complicate 
matters, but the reproduction (or post-reproduction) 
nevertheless carries with it and redistributes the trace of the 
work of art. There is also the more vexing question of what 
exactly constitutes ‘art’ on social media, and who is in control 
of making these determinations and discriminations. Is it still 
only artists? Collectors? Art historians? Gallerists? Curators? 
Or is it increasingly the great multitude of online users who 
receive and possibly repurpose any image as a potential 
work of art? Is the definition of what art is now a matter 
of crowd-sourced opinions? Statistics? On social media, 
something that is not quite art but might be misunderstood 
as art has the possibility of becoming art.

It seems that the definition and status of art – and artist – are 
under significant pressure from social media. By this I mean 
that people who do not necessarily self-identify as artists 
post images on social media that are sometimes received 
by others as art – perhaps as accidental, or incidental art. 
Yet those same people might subsequently begin to self-
identify as artists, even if they have no formal art training. 
On social media, on the Internet, perhaps everyone has the 
opportunity to be an artist. Which is another reason why it 
is so difficult for artists to cease being artists; on the other 
hand, if everyone becomes an artist, perhaps there is no 
longer a need to disappear from art. So is it even possible 
to disappear from the scene when increasingly everything 
is archived on the Internet, and mediated through social 
media? Disappearing from the scene of art, or withdrawing 
as an artist, used to be so much easier. If I walked away from 
being a writer, curator and educator, in the midst of writing 
this very text, there would still be nearly 40,000 results 
for me on Google search. How does one disappear from 
that? (Marina Abramovic, by the way, has approximately 
870,000 results on Google search.) But of course there’s a 



vast difference between being visible as an artist on social 
media and being financially viable as an artist; these can be 
very different forms of cultural capital. It’s not clear whether 
Internet-visibility necessarily translates into the kind of 
capital that one needs to buy food, yet there is an immense 
pressure for artists to be visible in some way, particularly 
given the alternative: the purgatory of invisibility. Of course, 
if one is invisible as an artist, if one never appeared on the 
scene as an artist, if one has gone public as an artist but has 
no public support, one may already be a post-artist before 
having ever being an artist, per se. The artist may have more 
‘platforms’ and more ‘economic scales’ to play with today 
than at any other time, none of which necessarily translates 
into an economically sustainable career as an artist.

If the artist destroys him or herself as an artist, the person 
survives, as does the data-trace of the person’s former life as 
an artist. That data-trace is the aftereffect of art. The desire 
to leave the field of contemporary art after having been 
valorized by that field is difficult to actualize. It goes without 
saying that in the United States, at least, the only way to 
retire from a profession (even though art is considered 
to be at once more and less than a ‘profession’), and to 
ensure a decent quality of life during retirement is to have 
accumulated a sufficient amount of capital. Since the artist’s 
capital is art, or art-derived activities such as teaching, 
it’s tough to walk away from this art capital. Although 
art has long participated in various modes of economic 
exchange and transaction, its role today in global markets 
as a financialized instrument of speculative capital, with 
increasing returns on investment, may portend the scaling-
up of art to unforeseen industrial levels. If so, the artist is 
no longer merely an artist, but also a cultural entrepreneur: 
a manager of – and stakeholder in – the industrialization 
of their own art. Statistically, the percentage of market-
successful artists is still rather small in relation to the actual 
number of self-defined artists in the world, but dreams of 
success have seduced many. The incentives for artists to 
participate as speculators, so to speak, in their own art 
careers, may be reaching a fever pitch in this epoch of 
hyper-professionalization and hyper-financialization. Already, 
it seems requisite for artists to be Instagrammed standing 
in front of their art works at art fairs, since Instagram is a 
primary platform for artists to produce & reproduce their 
art for endless recirculation amongst a widening range of 
‘followers’; it’s also a network used by curators, collectors, 
writers, gallerists, and academics not only for research and 
the neutral sharing of information, but also for acts of artistic 
and cultural valorization. Do artists actually exist if we can’t 
see them on the Internet and social media? Can a Tweet be 
an artwork too? Even as artists seek to generate ubiquitous 
visibility on social media to gain acknowledgement from 
us – the 24/7 audience – that they actually exist as artists, 
such visibility does not guarantee material success, and may 
inadvertently produce economic precariousness. And so a 
certain kind of visibility may actually lead to another sort of 
invisibility, even though there are many different ways to be 
an artist – multiple platforms, and various economic scales; 
a part-time artist is still an artist, even if this is looked on 
with suspicion by some. But artists who are financially and 
institutionally successful as artists rarely seem to leave – or 
‘retire’ from – art. The successful artist can go on being an 

artist forever, so why unplug? The unsuccessful artist can also 
go on forever being an (unsuccessful) artist, but this can be 
a humiliating and alienating condition of life, and perhaps 
reason enough to unplug from art. Yet, as we’ve seen, a final 
disconnection may not even be possible.

The afterlife, so to speak, of the post-artist – i.e., the 
artist who has renounced his/her status as an artist – is 
nevertheless maintained by the endless ‘life’ of the work 
of art. This is even more so the case in the age of digital 
production, postproduction, reproduction, and post-
reproduction, wherein everything that enters the Internet 
becomes part of the seemingly limitless inventory of 
everything that is (on) the Internet.

Art produces the aftereffect of the artist.
Art is the spectral presence of the absent artist.
Art is the document of itself, and of the artist.

If the artist walks away from being an artist, history will catch 
up.

Art defies the artist who has refuted art.
Art refutes the disappearance of the artist.
Leave art, get lost, if you want to be remembered as an 
artist.

If I decide to leave the field of art one day, this text will be 
the residue of the writer, curator, art historian and theorist 
that I once was, and still am: here, where I am not.

No (art) exit?
No (artist) exit?
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published by Afterall in 2014. He is a faculty member at the 
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also teaches at Cooper Union.











GESTURES OF 
DISAPPEARANCE
28 MAY –  16  AUGUST
NO.5

Arthur Cravan, Bas Jan Ader, Chris Burden, Lee Lozano. 

Curated by Alexander Koch.

Gestures of Disappearance was first shown in 2002 at 
the Gallery of the Art Academy in Leipzig, Germany, 
under the full title Kunst Verlassen 1 — Gestures of 
Disappearance. 

The exhibition brought together, for the first time, 
four seminal artists, each of whom disappeared from 
the art world in different ways and for different rea-
sons.

The exhibition gives a comprehensive overview of 
the life and work of the little known but influential 
pre-Dadaist poet, critic and rabble-rouser, Arthur Cra-
van, as well as post-war American based artists Bas 
Jan Ader, Chris Burden and Lee Lozano. As the title 
“Gestures of Disappearance” suggests, the exhibition 
focuses on the ostentatious, performative and, for 
some, inescapable aspects of artistic withdrawal.

When each of the artists’ scepticism about the social 
and political capacities of art reached its climax, their 
doubts in their own role as an artist became visible in 
both artworks and symbolic gestures. These gestures 
negotiated the individual possibilities within a societal 
framework that all four criticised, sometimes drasti-
cally, with sharp insight and little will to compromise. 

Lozano and Cravan left the art world for good. Burden 
did not. Ader died during his last project, an attempt 
to cross the Atlantic from Cape Cod in his one-man 
yacht. The melancholic and existentialistic tone of the 
exhibition makes tangible the artists’ struggles with 
their identities and future perspectives. It points to an 
artistic model or myth of the artist rooted in romanti-
cism, a position which had become ever more fragile, 
irrelevant and inadequate.

In NO.5 Bergen Kunsthall revisits selected artworks 
and exhibitions, previously presented elsewhere in the 
world. Initiated in response to the increasing accel-
eration of both the production and reception of art, 
NO.5 provides an opportunity to slow down, focus 
on, and look again at particular works, exhibitions or 
fragments of exhibitions. Bergen Kunsthall will com-
mission a new critical text to accompany each of these 
re-presentations.

RELATED EVENTS

PLATTFORM
16 June, 7pm
A talk with Joshua Decter and screening of the film 

Cravan vs. Cravan by Isaki Laquesta 

GUIDED TOURS
Every Sunday, 2pm
27 May, 5pm Members
31 May, 1pm Families
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1 Arthur Cravan (*1887, †1918 ?) 

2 Lee Lozano (*1930, †1999)

3 Bas Jan Ader (*1942, †1975 ?)

4 Chris Burden (*1946, †2015)
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WALL CONSTRUCTION

GEORGE DUTHUIT: INTERVIEW WITH SAMUEL BECKETT

    ENTREE     >     >
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ARTHUR CRAVAN
  PERFORMANCE AND WRITING / PARIS 1908 – 1915
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ARTHUR CRAVAN
  WRITING / PARIS 1912 – 1915 

MAINTENANT NO. 1 - 5 

ORIGINAL       COPY               MANUSCRIPT
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ARTHUR CRAVAN
 BOXING / BARCELONA 1916

„THE BIG FIGHT“: ARTHUR CRAVAN VS. JACK JOHNSON / POSTER, PHOTOGRAPHY AND ARTICLE

  Facsimile from production manual



LEE LOZANO 
 LANGUAGE PIECES / NEW YORK 1969
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BAS JAN ADER
  TOO SAD TO TELL YOU / FALL PIECES / 1970

I’M TOO SAD TO TELL YOU, 1970 /  16 MM B/W FILM, 50 SEC (VIDEO COPY)

FALL II, 1970 / 16 MM B/W FILM, 14 SEC (VIDEO COPY)
  Facsimile from production manual



BAS JAN ADER
 DISAPPEARANCE / 1975

BULLETIN 89, 1975 / ART & PROJECT AMSTERDAM / INSIDE, FRONT AND BACK

INTERVIEW WITH MARY SUE ADER  (REPRO)
  Facsimile from production manual



CHRIS BURDEN
 THREE PERFORMANCES / 1971/73

DISAPPEARING, 1971    

B.C.MEXICO PROJECT, 1973
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General Strike
Opting out of art, a theoretical foundation

 
Alexander Koch

2002-2011

The interest in artists who have turned their backs on art and 
abandoned their practices is a relatively recent phenomenon. 
When I conceived an exhibition about Gestures of 
Disappearance1 in 2002 that featured work by Lee Lozano, 
Arthur Cravan, and others, most of my theoretical and 
historical research came up empty. I found biographical 
material about individual artists, but no discussions of 
movements of retreat from art that showed any systematic 
ambition. In the history of art, it seemed, the chapter about 
dropping out was yet to be written. So I needed to lay the 
theoretical and historiographical foundations for “dropping 
out of art” as a thematic issue. In the following I will resume 
arguments I have presented in several texts2 written 
between 2005 and 2008 in order to define the concept more 
precisely and derive consequences that may also serve as 
parameters for further studies.

In recent years, renewed attention to the oeuvres of 
artists who resigned from the field of art—Lee Lozano and 
Charlotte Posenenske would appear to be paradigmatic 
examples—has raised interest in the topic and brought it 
some popularity. The contemporary art scene has a penchant 
for reevaluating artists’ positions, particularly from the 1960s 
and 1970s, that had were marginalized or forgotten, and 
using the (alleged) radicalism of such positions to furnish 
itself with an ersatz sense of urgency the scene may often 
lack today. This tendency threatens to generate new myths 
of artistic dissidence. They must be deconstructed before 
becoming entrenched. A closer look and a more nuanced 
perspective seems desirable in particular where people 
speak, with increasing frequency, of “dropping out of art” 
as a form of resistance to the market and the institutions. 
Such resistance is by no means present even in all instances 
to which the concept of dropping out in the narrow sense 
applies. At the same time, we need to understand wherein 
such dropping out strictly conceived consists, and determine 
the potential for (systemic) critique it may have in the 
perspective of the field of art.

Another reason why we should clarify the concept can be 
found in recent debates—motivated in part by academic 
interests, in part by political concerns—over (artistic) forms 
of idleness. They are fruitful for our understanding of what 
it means to drop out of art because they can illuminate 
how not only action but also inaction is a performance that 
contributes to shaping social reality, and show how such 
inaction, too, is a form—perhaps a critical form—of praxis.

TERMINOLOGY
I use the term dropping out of art to describe, generally, the 
social translocation and, more specifically, the social practice 
of an actor whom we can localize in the field of art at a point 
in time X but not at a later point in time Y, and who wanted 
this to be the case.

This definition has several implications: 

I follow Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of social fields in speaking 
of actors in the field of art, rather than artists. Otherwise we 
would need to decide who can legitimately be considered 
an artist and who cannot. But such membership—as distinct 
from the private claim to the status of artist, which the social 
environment may refuse to acknowledge—is determined by 
a process of recognition that takes place in the field of art 
itself, and so I assume that someone who “drops out of art” 
must have been a player in the art world in the first place, or 
it would be meaningless to speak of dropping out. No one 
can can surrender an artistic position who does not hold one 
to begin with. Someone who buries his artistic ambitions 
due to a lack of social or institutional recognition or financial 
success does not truly do so of his own accord—and that is 
what the concept of dropping out presupposes. It implies 
that someone acts intentionally (I can disregard the niceties 
of the concept of intentionality in this context). 

That also distinguishes the concept from scenarios of 
censorship and the repression of artistic practices. For in 
such instances we would speak not of someone’s dropping 
out but, to put it bluntly, of someone’s being kicked out. 
It might be objected that this perspective immediately 
excludes unrecognized positions that have been marginalized 
from the outset. But this objection would either raise 
the question regarding the social criteria governing the 
recognition of someone’s being an artist, or bring us to 
artistic practices located beyond officially sanctioned 
conceptions of art and the artist, practices whose criteria of 
inclusion and exclusion we cannot determine in general terms 
at this point. By presupposing the position of an observer, 
the decision to adopt a sociological system to describe 
social practices deliberately avoids adopting an underlying 
ideological or idealistic concept of art to which the concept 
of dropping out would then need to relate more specifically.

A second and important implication of the definition given 
above is that the general designation “actor in the field 
of art” includes not only artists, but also curators, critics, 
gallerists, collectors, even professors at universities and 



academies—generally speaking, anyone who is a member of 
the field of art and accordingly also capable of leaving that 
field. My argument is based on the assumption that practices 
within the field of art are fairly—and increasingly—mutually 
permeable. It would be melodramatic and, once again, an 
instance of ideological tunnel vision to call the move from 
an artistic to a curatorial practice an instance of “dropping 
out of art,” a move that is in reality a change of practices 
and roles within the field of art and, we should note, easily 
reversible;  more so at a time when a growing number of 
artists simultaneously or occasionally play the role of curator. 
The fact that switching from curating to making art is (still) 
virtually impossible and perhaps even taboo is a different 
matter. 

By contrast, the fact that artists also work as critics, 
gallerists, and professors, devoting more or less energy 
to this work and in some instances focusing entirely on 
teaching or writing, is hardly surprising if we consider that 
artists for a long time also played the role of art historians 
before art history was founded as an academic discipline in 
its own right. And if many gallerists were conversely artists 
at some point, that past identifies them as longtime art 
enthusiasts and not as refugees from art or even artphobes.
In the interest of conceptual clarity, I will in the following 
nonetheless largely constrain myself to portraying artists as 
art dropouts.

My definition has another implication, one that is sobering 
to historians: that art dropouts leave nothing behind in the 
field of art beyond monuments to their practice from the 
time before they dropped out as well as one or the other 
fact or rumor about where they have gone. That creates 
unfavorable conditions for observing them. The historian 
always arrives too late to meet them. Indicatively enough, 
they also tend not to give retrospective interviews, which 
would once again make them players of a sort in the field. 
In many instances, the oeuvre or their notes already contain 
hints as to the motives of their withdrawal. Describing the act 
itself and especially its goal more precisely would require an 
eyewitness, as it were. On occasion, fellow artists, curators, 
and gallerists offer such observations, and their reports are 
in most cases the only informative sources, although they 
are often colored by their personal views. The only way to 
document an instance of dropping out, then, is by tracing 
its dialectical relation to a past practice that no longer exists 
and that does not constitute the real heart of the matter. For 
the same reasons, the withdrawal itself cannot be exhibited.

Two special cases require discussion: the voluntary 
withdrawal from art in repressive systems, and suicide. 

The question of dropping out appears more complicated 
with regard to the particular cultural-political situation in 
the former socialist countries of Eastern Europe.3 Not 
only did these countries have two fields of art—an official 
one, regulated by public authorities, and an unofficial 
and highly informal one—that were intertwined in subtle 
ways, so that we would have to examine the motivations 
and consequences of dropping out with respect to each 
individually. But there is also the question of how many 

actors may under these conditions have failed to gain access 
to one or the other field of art, renouncing the wish to 
pursue an artistic practice early on. An attempt to write the 
history of dropping out of art under repressive regimes faces 
the additional challenge that it would redouble the invisibility 
of practices already repressed by the system, given its own 
inevitable inability to document such practices.

Commentators often conflate suicide with the withdrawal 
from art. In isolated cases such as that of Ray Johnson, who 
suffered from AIDS when he killed himself, or that of Bas Jan 
Ader, an experienced yachtsman who must have been aware 
of the scant likelihood that his attempt to cross the Atlantic 
Ocean in a boat measuring less than thirteen feet in length 
would be successful, a last work that seems to bespeak 
desperation or depression may also look like a farewell song 
to art; to my mind, however, such works are farewell songs 
to life.

Practices of dropping out: Three forms of 
artistic inaction

To further clarify the phenomenon of the discontinuation 
of artistic practices, it is helpful to change the terminology 
slightly. In recent years, theories of performance and 
theatricality have taught us a great deal about how human 
inaction is, or can be, a form of praxis no less valid than 
action. The idea is immediately plausible if we consider how 
much gestures of silence employed at the right moment can 
mean and achieve in art, and not only in art. 

In the following, I will distinguish between three forms of 
artistic inaction. Only the third, I will argue, amounts to a 
withdrawal from art, while the first two do not.4
Ostentatious inaction

What, we may ask, has had greater significance for the 
evolution of art over the past one hundred years: additions 
or omissions? Inventing new and promising forms of  
activity, or shedding old habits that stood in the way 
of adapting the concept of art to a new era? The act of 
creation, it seems, is the privileged element in art and 
regarded as superior to all other related practices. And 
yet artists, and members of the classical avant-gardes and 
the post-avant-gardes in particular, more than anyone 
else, cultivated forms of inaction; of the omission or 
nonperformance of actions. In fact, the cancellation of 
elements of their praxis was central to the victory of the 
idea of autonomy in art. For whenever audiences were given 
nothing or little rather than something to see—because 
artists defied the expectations of productivity they faced 
and cut back on, or suspended, their artistic creation—this 
defiance asserted their claim to freedom of artistic action 
no less emblematically than the presentation of new feats of 
inventiveness. Omitting,  
effacing, and erasing became characteristic of formal-
aesthetic innovation in the 
production of works, and have long been  
an integral part of the toolbox of artistic methodology.



Silence and refusal have a voice in the rhetoric of artistic 
renewal. Like the ugly, the shocking, and the scandalous, 
artistic inaction can serve as an instrument of innovation 
by disrupting artistic communication. Such disruptions are 
particularly prevalent during times of cultural transformation. 
The waning of artistic modernism during the 1950s and 
1960s, to mention a familiar example, was reflected in a 
historically unprecedented flood of empty canvases, forms of 
silence, and rejections of traditional models of practice.

Such artistic gestures of silence and acts of refusal, however, 
have generally drawn attention and become the subject 
of debates only when they appeared in public and bore 
features that could ultimately be made suitable to a place 
in the archives of the museum—when, that is to say, they 
were ostentatious disruptions of norms and standards 
of the production, presentation, or distribution of art, 
demonstrative acts that in turn took the form of works 
or performances or manifested themselves in documents 
of some importance. Classical examples include the 1952 
performance of John Cage’s 4’33 in Woodstock, N.Y., Yves 
Klein’s Paris exhibition Le Vide at Galerie Iris Clert (1958), 
Daniel Buren’s sealing the rooms of Galerie Apollinaire, 
Milan, with white and green stripes of fabric (1968), Robert 
Barry’s 
During the exhibition the gallery will be closed (Amsterdam, 
Turin, and Los Angeles, 1968), Chris Burden’s performance 
Disappearing (1971) and his B.C. Mexico Project (1973). We 
could list many more examples. 

They illustrate that we become cognizant of the omission 
or nonperformance of an action against the backdrop of 
an established set of expectations. Without the habitual or 
normative expectation that certain actions will be performed, 
it makes no sense to speak of their failure to take place. If 
artistic inaction makes a difference vis-à-vis artistic action, 
it does so only to the extent that it subverts the de facto 
horizon of expectations that implicitly (for instance, due to 
an institutional framework) or explicitly (for instance, due 
to an announcement or a claim) govern the perception of a 
work or situation. What can, and what cannot, appear and 
matter as an omission with regard to artistic practices is 
thus dependent on what is considered an expectable and 
likely performance of a practice in any particular instance. I 
use the phrase ostentatious artistic inaction to describe the 
deliberate rejection of technological, social, institutional, 
or other expectations artistic practices face, when such 
rejection in turn manifests itself as an artistic act.

Communicative inaction

These—usually work-like—forms of ostentatious inaction 
contrast with instances in which no artistic act takes place 
at all. The failure of artistic action to manifest itself can 
nonetheless attract attention in the field of art and reveal 
itself to be a negation of artistic activity. Such forms of 
visible and even public passivity—“Duchamp’s silence” 
would be a classical example—displace the plane of artistic 
action from aesthetic practice toward participation in the 
social construction of the field of art and the communication 
circulating within it. Whereas ostentatious artistic inaction 
often negotiates conceptions of the work and the concrete 

institutional apparatuses that sustain them, communicative 
inaction directs attention primarily to how the role of the 
artist is imagined and addresses the social conditions that 
frame an existence in the field of art. The failure to perform 
an artistic act pursues communicative and sometimes 
critical intentions. It makes itself known, aiming to generate 
reflective and discursive effects within a scene.

Radical inaction

Richard Rorty presents a point of comparison that is helpful 
in illustrating the distinction between communicative inaction 
and radical inaction. In his book Achieving Our Country: 
Leftist Thought in Twentieth-Century America, which came 
out in 1998, he distinguished between a reformist left that, 
he argues, contributed decisively to the shape of public life 
in the United States during the first half of the twentieth 
century, and a radical left that gained the upper hand 
starting in the mid-1960s. Whereas the reformist left acted 
in the political sphere in order to achieve emancipatory 
projects such as the abolition of racial discrimination, he 
writes, the radical left withdrew from practical politics into 
political theory and cultural production, a shift that—thus 
Rorty’s charge—resulted in its de facto depoliticization. 
Falling for the simplistic notion that the social injustices a 
political system generates cannot be changed from within 
that system, the radical left’s quest for an ideal (theoretical) 
form of justice led it to summarily withdraw from the system 
altogether. Whereas the reformist attitude represents a 
conception of critique that aims at political participation, the 
radical attitude spurns the opportunity to participate.

Drawing on Rorty’s distinction, we might call communicative 
inaction “reformist” as well—it remains part of the critical 
discourse within, and about, the field of art—and contrast 
it with a radical artistic inaction that does not, or no longer, 
participate in that discourse. In analogy with the intellectual 
attitude Rorty describes, radical inaction would amount 
to dropping out of the system: the nonperformance of 
any artistic act that pursues no communicative intention 
and renounces all modes of critical intervention or other 
participation in the social reproduction of the field of art. 
In addition to forgoing the form of the work, such inaction 
also implies the discontinuation of all other forms of 
publication, performance, or appearance in the field of art. 
In short: it means dropping out of art. In contradistinction 
to negative acts in communicative inaction, radical inaction 
does not aim to elicit a communicative response. It leaves 
the communication of art to its own devices. Instead of 
subverting the expectations that undergird artistic practice, 
it elopes from them. Instead of addressing conceptions of 
the work and models of the artist’s role with the intention of 
reforming them, it turns its back on the system of art in its 
entirety.

It is indicative that the history of art is especially rich in 
examples of such radical inaction during the same era in 
which Richard Rorty sees the American left shifting from a 
reformist to a radical attitude: a period that begins in the 
mid-1960s. Such inaction is not infrequently the consequence 
of a loss of utopian belief or of the conviction that one’s own 
actions are socially relevant—a collapse, as it were, of the 



internal horizon of expectations that can sustain a praxis in 
the long run. In this sense, radical artistic inaction derives 
from the expiration of a reformist interest; yet it can also be 
based on a reflective and critical assessment of the courses 
of action still available to a  
particular actor in the field of art. Such a reassessment may 
reflect on the conditions that frame an artistic practice, on 
the general cultural and political situation in a society, or 
more specifically on individual institutional, economic, or 
social routines that are typical of the field of art; the actor in 
the field then addresses these routines precisely by no longer 
accepting them and consequently ceasing to contribute to 
the field’s social reproduction.

Dropping out as a special case of transitory artistic practice

Yet a constellation of practices as complex as the praxis of 
art rarely expires overnight. The withdrawal from art is in 
fact often an incremental process in which the decision to 
drop out slowly takes shape. A threshold situation between 
participation and withdrawal, between speaking and silence, 
between action and inaction can give rise to a performative 
zone of passage, a transitory practice an actor in the field 
of art uses to gradually disengage from that field. Although 
such disengagement can also take place abruptly, radical 
artistic inaction, or dropping out of art, is usually not a simple 
refusal or sudden silence; rather, it must first create that 
silence, or overwrite an artistic practice with a non-artistic 
one in a cascade of disruptions that sometimes allows for a 
reflection on the individual components of the practice thus 
disrupted. 

Dropping out of art can accordingly appear as an artistic 
practice in its own right, which may still include ostentatious 
and communicative acts before eventually putting a stop 
to these as well. Seen from this perspective, dropping out 
would be a (temporary) special case of artistic practice, and 
possibly a critical practice. This practice may be extended 
after the decision to drop out has been made when other 
actors in the field of art—gallerists, for instance, or art 
critics—will not let go and a former artist must repeatedly 
reassert his or her refusal against the objections of old 
friends, inevitably intervening in the communication within 
the field of art. When such rearguard action becomes a 
permanent state of affairs, we would have to ask whether the 
motion to drop out has in fact been successful.

And of course dropping out is a decision the former artist 
can reverse at any time, as numerous examples demonstrate. 
It is a compliment to the field of art that, despite the many 
restrictions of which it is capable, it also displays great 
readiness to integrate a new or old actor when it can connect 
his or her (re)appearance to its own interests. Yet we ought 
to be cautious when positions classified as art dropouts now 
appear on a stage set up for them by—frequently young—
curators motivated by the abovementioned penchant for 
putative members of an old-school resistance. For what looks 
like dropping out from a distance was sometimes merely a 
practice running dry that may not have been economically 
self-sustaining. Such cases can be tragic; but they do not 
constitute instances of deliberate dropping out, and they are 
certainly not suitable models 

of resistance.

The question remains: what happens to the oeuvre an artist 
leaves within the field of art, where, to the extent that it 
continues to be perceived and perhaps circulated, it ensures 
that his or her name remains part of the conversation? Since 
the former artist no longer exerts any influence as an actor, 
his or her estate and legacy are in the hands of others, 
sometimes with astonishing consequences. Three examples:

Based in Paris, Galerie 1900/2000, which holds numerous 
documents from the estate of Arthur Cravan, attributes 
a series of paintings created in 1914 to him that bear the 
signature “Édouard Archinard.” Whether the small pictures, 
clumsily painted in the post-Impressionist manner, are indeed 
from the hand of Cravan, a six-foot-six amateur boxer who 
had until 1914 primarily practiced the arts of causing public 
scandal and offending the audience, will probably always 
remain in doubt.

Years after Charlotte Posenenske’s death, her oeuvre 
is experiencing a renaissance, thanks to the public 
relations efforts in particular of her former collaborator 
Burkhard Brunn. For several years, works have been newly 
manufactured in unlimited editions (the artist herself had 
expressed the wish that editions not be closed), sometimes 
of materials that did not even exist when the work-concepts 
and prototypes were created. This production is perfectly 
compatible with Posenenske’s open conception of the work. 
Still, it was striking to see her sculptures, otherwise usually 
made of cool metal, remade from oriented strand board, at 
documenta 10.

By contrast, several recent works signed “Lee Lozano as 
remembered by Stephen Kaltenbach” are most questionable. 
Kaltenbach, a onetime friend and lover of the artist, invokes 
the authority of works he claims to have seen at Lozano’s 
studio, although she never published them, as well as ideas 
for works the two contrived together around 1970 but 
never realized. The results are sculptures and installations of 
dubitable quality that seem hard to square with the artist’s 
conceptual rigor; the Estate of Lee Lozano accordingly 
refuses to recognize them. In 2010, Kaltenbach even staged 
Lozano’s conceptual work Throwing Up Piece (1969) as a 
performance in Los Angeles; the act was incompatible with 
the artist’s own practice and not authorized by her estate. 

Progressive and regressive dropping out

One question I have not yet addressed is this: when artists 
drop out, when they depart the art world, what is their 
destination? We can identify two different fundamental 
motivations and sets of goals, which also entail different 
qualifications of various instances of dropping out with 
regard to their critical potential, or perhaps their ability to 
inspire. I distinguish between the progressive withdrawal, 
which I will illustrate using Charlotte Posenenske as an 
example, and the regressive withdrawal, which I believe Lee 
Lozano exemplifies.



Progressive dropping out

Charlotte Posenenske explained her withdrawal from 
art with her belief that art was incapable of contributing 
to solving social problems.5 Instead of leaving it at that, 
the artist switched to sociology. She apparently thought 
that social research, by meticulously reconstructing and 
critiquing widely used methods of the determination of 
value in economic processes based on the division of labor, 
would be better suited to establish a more democratic and 
fair organization of labor than making sculptures. The latter 
were built in such a way that the viewsers, working together, 
could alter and rearrange them, effectively becoming active 
users. 

They, too, thus represent processes based  
on a division of labor, in conjunction with a direct invitation 
to participate. But that seems to have been not enough to 
Posenenske’s mind. Whether her scholarly work 
ultimately brought her closer to realizing her aims is a 
different matter. The decisive point is that the emancipatory 
interest in the political organization of society that 
had already motivated her slight artistic oeuvre continues 
immediately in another discipline; and even more, the 
sociological research she undertook with Burkhard Brunn 
apparently enabled Posenenske to subject even the earlier 
productive processes involved in her own sculptural creation 
to a retrospective critical analysis. Her withdrawal from art 
thus represents an example of how themes an artist first 
explores through an artistic engagement can transcend that 
engagement, leading into other fields of practice, perhaps 
even creating methodological access to such fields in the 
first place; and that this sort of shift can also open up a new 
perspective in which the former artist can see the conditions 
and limitations of her earlier practice more clearly. 
Posenenske’s dropping out of art can thus be described as 
a liberating step forward, of advantage to herself and the 
thematic issues to which she was committed.

The field of art boasts of its members who have come 
from other disciplines. When an artist has studied biology, 
German philo-logy, or political science, that fact is 
highlighted (if he or she is a trained baker, not so much), 
with overtones of the suggestion that this past confers a 
particular degree of well-foundedness or social relevance 
on the artist’s practice. By contrast, it seems difficult to 
imagine that the art scene would boast of having lost an 
actor to biology, German philology, or political science. A 
case of woun-ded professional pride that someone would 
rather lead the ordinary life of a middle-class employee, 
or embarrassment that someone would prefer the hard 
sciences? If there were more cases like Posenenske’s, a 
different sort of permeability, different interactions between 
artistic and non-artistic practices and discourses might be 
more tangible.

Regressive dropping out

Lee Lozano’s withdrawal from art, too, is rich with 
indications that she no longer thought that art had the social 
potential she had hoped it would develop.9 In her Language 

Pieces and notebooks, she meticulously examines individual 
features of the art world she feels a growing revulsion for—
first and foremost its vanity. Yet dropping out does not open 
up new perspectives for her—or for us—but instead leads 
her into a life of loneliness in difficult financial and personal 
circumstances. Art-scene insiders find little that is new in the 
sometimes mercilessly self-revealing notes from the artist’s 
everyday life, but she certainly addresses things openly that 
some people would never admit to themselves or others. 
Lozano’s themes range from excessive drug use and financial 
worries to the hope that art might yet bring her a happier 
life. For art-scene outsiders, her notes limn the portrait of 
a scene in which incestuous relationships, careerism, and 
pseudo-revolutionary showmanship are the rule—a picture 
that is eye-opening and even amusing. Yet despite their 
persuasive internal logic, the notebooks lack all analytical 
depth.

Her critical view of the art world did not take Lee Lozano 
anywhere but out of that world. And if it enabled her to 
better understand the art world, there is no way for us to 
observe her gaining such insight. Unfortunately, the same 
is true of the overwhelming majority of art-world dropouts. 
Instances in which they act as productive bridgeheads or 
hubs, creating access to other fields of practice, would seem 
to be the exception, which is not to say that the people in 
question may not have led a happier life after dropping out. 
It may seem harsh to call Lozano’s withdrawal regressive. 
But in the perspective of the field of art—and that is my 
perspective here—it does not change anything, beyond the 
fact that an interesting actor is no longer available.

It is important to consider the difference between Lozano 
and Posenenske when discussing the critical potential and 
radicalism of dropping out of art. If spoke of radical inaction, 
I did so because of the absoluteness and finality with which 
a decision is made in such instances. Describing something 
as radical does not automatically imply attaching positive 
value to it, as the sideways glance at Richard Rorty’s analysis 
showed. The motivation and aims of dropping out and the 
options for subsequent communication and action it opens 
up must be examined closely in each individual case.

Conclusion

Let me summarize: I use the term ostentatious inaction to 
describe artistic practices in which artists use acts of art 
to subvert or negate habitual or normative expectations 
regarding their actions they face or that are attributed to 
them.

I use the term communicative inaction to describe negative 
artistic practices, or practices that mark the omission of 
artistic acts as such in the field of art, leading to further 
communicative effects or even aiming to generate such 
effects.

I use the term radical inaction to describe the deliberate 
nonperformance of any artistic act, in conjunction with 
a temporary or permanent move to a different field of 
communication and action (leaving the field of art behind).



In the case of radical inaction, it is helpful to further 
distinguish between progressive and regressive dropping out 
in order to arrive at a closer characterization of such inaction 
in the individual instance.

In light of a performative conception of  
efficacy, which we are today inclined to ascribe also to the 
omission and nonperformance of actions, I would describe 
the first two forms of artistic inaction as generally, and the 
third as partially, practical in nature, and furthermore allow 
that they have played a partly reflective and partly even 
constructive role in the historical development of the field 
of art. For even when a dropout, once he or she is gone for 
good, leaves nothing but a void in the landscape of art, that 
void can nonetheless profoundly inform its environment. 
Although refusing to participate in the games of the art 
world cannot change the rules of the game, it can alter its 
course. If particularly critical and demanding minds were to 
retire from the game because they feel it is getting too dumb 
for their taste, their voices would be missing when the time 
might come to raise the standards. 

If, on the other hand, those who never cared about standards 
in the first place were to leave, they might not be missed, 
and the general mood might improve. Either way, the 
resignation of a player shapes the game no less than a move 
within the game.

Many art dropouts go unnoticed; far from all of them are 
motivated by critical intentions; the departure of some 
may be a cause for relief. Others may leave a painful void 
and cause a stir in the scene; with yet others, their leaving 
may be symptomatic of doubts many people share without 
drawing the same consequences. When a dropout is 
explicitly motivated by a critique of the system, his or her 
act may even appear as pointedly articulating an institutional 
critique addressed to the institution of art as a whole rather 
than merely some of its parts. Taken together, such dropouts 
may be a cause of vexation to the field of art as well: they 
demonstrate that it is, to an unquantifiable number of 
people, dispensable.

When I began studying the issue in 2002, I shared Charlotte 
Posenenske’s view that art is often discussed in the public 
sphere as “a commodity of transient topicality,”  rather than 
inspiring a debate over the real concerns it articulates. I was 
interested in seeing whether similar assessments might have 
motivated not only Posenenske but also other actors to leave 
the art world, and whether a sector of the public that was 
actually interested in debating social concerns might for the 
same reason have avoided the field of art from the outset. If 
we set the bar high and ask to which object the most brilliant 
and dedicated minds in our culture turn their attention, we 
need not necessarily conclude that art is that object.

But perhaps that is not correct after all? Maybe a skeptical 
assessment of artistic perspectives is merely synonymous 
with a skeptical assessment of socio-political perspectives 
more generally. To begin to answer such questions, it is 
worth studying the utopian views and the critiques of artists 
who withdrew from the field of art more closely, and to form 

an understanding of the motives behind their retreat. The 
history, sociology, and criticism of art have long failed to 
consider the phenomenon. But as I hope to have shown, the 
steps individuals take as they drop out enact controversies 
over the meaning and perspective of cultural practices, 
over the social attribution of roles and their institutional 
legitimacy, over utopian ideas of society and their prospects 
of realization. That makes dropouts revealing. As we seek 
to understand the social evolution of the field of art, and 
ultimately to assess its relevance to society at large, the—
often very personal—battles some art dropouts wage on 
their own minor turf can also tell us something about battles 
on a larger terrain.
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Translations:

Dropping out of a World Gone Crazy Need Not Be Weakness

An exhibition of four staged “Gestures of Departure” at the Hochschule für Grafik und Buchkunst is worth seeing

[…] One is tempted to say: no one actually lives like that. Yet when we take a closer look and consider what we see in the 
horizon of our own experience, these singular characters suddenly speak to the precariousness of our own existence. […] The 
exhibition, much of which is documentary, is significant because it explores four biographies for a radical inquiry into the mea-
ning of life as well as art. And we understand that dropping out of a world gone crazy need not be a sign of weakness. We 
can almost overhear Brecht: “There are other ways that work, but this’ll work too.”

Leipziger Volkzeitung

The Versifying Boxer

Alexander Koch’s wittily provocative exhibition on art-scene dissidents at the Hochschule für Grafik und Buchkunst

[…] At different points in the history of art, they turned their failure in the art scene into tragic performances. […] Koch was 
fascinated by the uncompromising stances these artists took: “You can’t do art as a job,” he says. Putting the show together 
required real detective work, since the artists were virtually forgotten or had never had any reputation in Europe. None of 
art conforms to the standards that play well in the art market. And perhaps some of it is art only because of what Koch has 
made out of it. This is hardly light fare. “My exhibitions want to be read,” Koch says—and he has compiled enough material 
to engage inquiring readers.

Kreuzer, 2002

Five Days in the Locker

An exhibition at the Hochschule für Grafik und Buchkunst presents four artists “leaving art behind,” an idea that is surpri-
singly topical today

[…] The exhibition seeks to illustrate the existential dimension of artistic creativity, “the artist’s constant doubt about what he 
or she is doing, which these four artists felt keenly.”
Koch’s critique seems to have hit a nerve with some critics: the wall by the gallery entrance was defaced, pictures were rear-
ranged, the power was cut. “Similar things have happened with other shows here, but it’s never been this bad, especially 
considering that the exhibition actually bears very human features.”

The vandalism also posed a danger to works on loan, Koch said, including some that had never been on view in Europe […] 
But: only five pieces are true originals […] The rest are replicas or digital reproductions. All in all, there is not a whole lot to 
see, much of what is on the walls are personal papers of the artists and documents related to their work; three videos are run-
ning in a permanent loop. Such austerity is fitting for an exhibition titled “Leaving Art Behind.”

Studentmagazin Leipzig, 2002
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