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Abstract

The hero of art’s grand narrative is the creative genius who makes original works of art, which 
are  then  contemplated  in  awe  by  the  museum-going  public.  This  grand  narrative  seems  to 
collapse in the 20th century, due to both theoretical approaches and artistic practice. In the 20th 
century, we encounter various forms of the absence of the artist, the artwork, or the museum. 
The  artist’s  absence  is  manifest  in  theories  of  the  “death  of  the  author”  and  of  anti-
intentionalism, as well as in the ready-made, in unfinished works, or in appropriation art. Works 
of art are also gradually emptied: abstract paintings lack representative content; works based on 
decay  have  no  permanent  object;  finally,  performances  and  happenings  involve  no  physical 
object at all. John Dewey spoke up against the “museum view” of art, and it is within the same 
framework that Fluxus, land art, and those works who expected a playful, active reception on the 
part of the public. In these cases, the artists use the rhetorical power of elliptical expression, 
exemplifying Arthur Danto’s conception of art as transfigurative metaphor. Absence is, in reality, 
abundance.

1. The grand narrative of art

The  museum is  a  temple,  consecrated  to  the holy  aims of  art— this  was  the conclusion 
reached by the young Goethe when he had the opportunity to visit the Dresden collection. These 
years were especially beneficial to the institutionalisation of the fine arts. The royal, aristocratic 
collections were opened to the public, and then transformed into museums. The royal collection 
in Vienna was transformed into a public museum in 1776. Winckelmann’s art historical writing 
was published just a couple of years before, which testifies about his respect for the Greeks, as 
well as his informed enthusiasm for the fine arts. Winckelmann’s book was translated within the 
next few years into most major European languages, thus its impact was to be felt in all of the 
European cultural circles. The language used to talk about works of art became respectful, almost 
reverential.  

  Soon attention was diverted from the works of art to the artist: Immanuel Kant linked the 
autonomy  of  art  to  the „lawfulness”  that  the  working of  the  artistic  genius  gives.  The artist 
creates as nature does, moreover, as nature would create if it could—instinctively, but lawfully. 
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Obviously, the genius creating this way cannot be judged objectively, he can at most be admired 
and tentatively understood. Romantic authors further reinforced the divine form of the artist, as 
well as the religious reverence of art. 

Thus by the beginning of the 19th century the triad of the genius artist- wonderful artwork- 
reverent reception was formed. The most important attribute of the genius artist, as Kant also 
emphasises, is originality. His/her task is the creation of something new—thus on the one hand 
the importance of technical knowledge and skills in the creation of artworks is being diminished, 
on the other hand, the reception and evaluation of artworks is becoming more and more difficult. 
The criterion for evaluation is not the taste of the public, and not even that of the connoisseur—
the genius himself/herself gives the rule to art. 

Since  the  genius  creates  like  nature  does,  the  same  „purpose”  and  completeness  was 
expected  of  his/her  works  as  of  nature’s  creations.  Thus  the  theory  of  the  genius  was 
accompanied by the organic  perception of  the work:  the work of  art  is  organic,  the creative 
process of the genius is characterised by inner necessity. The work is a complete whole; nothing 
can be changed on it without breaking its perfect unity, and destroying the work. It would be a 
sin to remove even a thin strip of any painting, because that would “kill” the artwork.

Hereafter  the  only  thing  befitting  the  work  of  art  is  enthusiastic  contemplation,  whose 
matching space is the museum. Our relationship to the work of art must exclude every kind of 
interest, be it moral, political, economic or, God forbid, personal inclination. Art is the area of 
interest-free enjoyment, the correct reception of the artwork presupposes a certain “aesthetic 
distance”.

This trinity of the artist- artwork- museum was undermined in the twentieth century from 
many  directions—more  specifically,  from  every  direction—and  not  only  by  the  ever  restless 
philosophers,  but  by  the  artists  themselves  as  well.  It  seems the  most  universal  strategy  of 
contemporary  art  is  the  strategy  of  absence:  “less  is  more”  is  not  only  the  catchphrase  of 
minimalism, but—it seems one of the large-scale experiments of the past century.

1. The absence of the artist

The theory of the genius is laden with contradiction from the beginning: the genius creates 
unconsciously, he/she could not explain how, no clear purpose is driving the creative process, but 
the work of art still looks as if every minute detail had been planned. He/she is similar to nature 
in this as well, which does not work based upon a previously worked-out plan, but creates such 
organisms that are complex and complete wholes, to which we cannot add or remove anything. 
The genius is  an extraordinary natural  talent,  but in Kant  this talent is  still  grown out of the 
general abilities of the cognitive subject. Kant states that “the mental powers, then, whose union 
(in a certain relation) constitutes genius, are imagination and understanding” (Kant, 2000, 194). 
The excellence of the genius in Kant is related to the communicability of the concepts:

“thus genius really consists in the happy relation, which no science can teach and no diligence learn, of finding ideas 
for a given concept on the one hand and on the other hitting upon the  expression  for these, through which the 
subjective  disposition  of  the  mind  that  is  thereby  produced,  as  an  accompaniment  of  a  concept,  can  be 
communicated to others”. (Kant, 2000, 194-195).
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Although  in  Kant  the  genius,  just  like  the  average  subject,  still  builds  on  intellect  and 
imagination, according to the Romantics, the excellence of the genius does not draw from the 
intellect.  The  theory  of  the  genius  perfectly  complemented expressivism:  from the Romantic 
point of view the genius is a particularly sensitive person who is able to express his/her feelings in 
art  and  to  transmit  them  to  the  recipients.  Intellect  and  imagination  as  cognitive  skills  are 
universal skills of humanity. Sensitivity on the other hand, is varied and particular, thus genius is 
more linked to feeling than intellect. Similarly, later surrealism looks for the deep source of art in 
the unconscious, and builds on the unconscious of the artist. We could also say the genius only 
lets through him- or herself what is not themselves, and what they cannot control: feelings and 
the unconscious.  

Although  the  primary  and most  important  characteristic  of  the  genius  is  originality,  Kant 
himself talks about the importance of training and the development of skills. Kant notes that
“there is no beautiful art in which something mechanical, which can be grasped and followed according to rules, and 
thus something academically correct, does not constitute the essential condition of the art” and “genius can only 
provide rich  material  for  products of  art;  its  elaboration  and  form  require a  talent  that  has  been academically 
trained” (Kant, 2000, 188-189). 

Actually, this is what gives the particularity of the artists, this is their signature: their style of 
painting. The uniqueness of the genius ensues his/her originality: since what he/she creates is 
original, meaning new, without antecedent, this also means that the artist has a signature style 
that cannot be confused with anybody else’s.

In the twentieth century we meet the multi-level rebuttal of the theory of the genius, both on 
the theoretical  and the practical  level.  We meet the  absence of the artist  in several different 
senses in the art world.

Since art is created in the aesthetic, i.e. sensory medium, the peculiarity of the artist was seen 
as  the  ability  of  the  visualisation  of  the  aesthetic  idea  (Kant,  2000),  which  happens  directly 
through the shaping of the material: not only the choice of the subject matter was important, but 
the choice of the tools and materials as well (base, paint, technique, as well as the stone, marble, 
wood, metal, etc. to be processed), and the particular use of these. This natural expectation was 
suddenly dismissed by Duchamp when he started exhibiting his ready-mades.  Even the usual 
vocabulary can hardly be used when talking about the ready-made phenomenon: we have to 
stop our inclination to talk about  the “making” or “creation” of  the  Fountain.  Obviously,  the 
Fountain was not “made” by Duchamp, he signed an arbitrary item of a series of mass-produced 
ones, and exhibited that. It is not so easy to answer the question that in case the Fountain is a 
work of  art,  who is  its  creator? If  we measured the  Fountain  by the traditional  standards  of 
sculptures, its creator would be the designer who made up this form of the urinal, or the workers 
who took part in its production. We cannot seriously think that there is an aesthetic difference 
between the Fountain and a common urinal, thus the aesthetic quality of the R. Mutt signature 
would  transform  the  common  object  into  a  work  of  art.  Duchamp  here  problematises  the 
question of the work of art and the status of the artist before the critics and philosophers would. 
Duchamp’s conviction is that the artist is primarily not working with his/her hand (“la patte”- the 
paw), but with his brain. The work of the artist is to come up with the idea of the work, not its 
production. The same idea is followed by Jeff Koons, who brags about not having touched a brush 
or  any  other  tool  since  finishing  college,  and  orders  his  ideas  to  be  produced by  workmen. 
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Moreover, some of his works are being produced in a series of numbered pieces, thus eradicating 
the signature of the artist and the uniqueness of the work of art.
  The absence of the artist is being shown in those instances as well when the artist builds chance 
into his or her work, usually counting on the interactive cooperation of the audience. Maybe the 
first  and  most  simple  form of  such  works  are  Alexander  Calder’s  mobiles,  which  are  kinetic 
sculptures made of very fine parts, moved by air. Umberto Eco sees these sculptures the minimal 
examples of “works in movement”: “elementary structures which can move in the air and assume 
different  spatial  dispositions”,  which  “characteristically  consist  of  unplanned  or  physically 
incomplete structural units” (Eco, 1989, 12).

In a museum, the air  moved by the visitors is  what finally  determines the actual  form of 
Calder’s sculptures. Similarly, George Legrady in his work of 2001 called Pockets Full of Memories,  
only provided a frame for the visitors of the exhibition: the visitors were called upon to scan 
objects that could be found on them (a ticket, a student ID, car keys, the palm of their hands, 
etc.), and render data to these objects—the pictures of these objects were put in a table that was 
projected on the wall, and which made an organised whole of the varied and random elements.

Works like the above build on the reaction of the spectator, make them part of the creative 
process, brings close what seems so distant: the way of being of the genius artist. At the same 
time such works do not require deep contemplation but a playful attitude, which in the game also 
renders the recipient and the creator on the same level.

We can also express the absence of the artist by abolishing the exceptional  status of the 
artist. This is the strategy of the Fluxus, also expressed by their famous slogan: everything is art,  
everybody  is  an  artist.  The  Fluxus  was  characterised  by  such  manifestations  that  did  not 
necessarily require training, or dexterity. Ben Vautier’s text-based paintings are solely made up of 
a sentence or a half-sentence, and it seems anybody could create similar “artworks”, if they have 
a characteristic handwriting. In many of his works Ben Vautier thematises the person of the artist, 
either by identifying art with the act of signing (art is only a question of signature and date), or by 
calling for the elimination of the ego (to change art destroy ego).

Until  the art forms coexisted with clearly defined boundaries,  it  was quite easy to decide 
which were the minimum requirements necessary for someone to be a musician or a sculptor: an 
ability to work with certain tools, an ability to think in a certain medium, the ability to create 
works of a certain nature. This expectation was also terminated by Duchamp’s practice of the 
ready-mades, proving that someone can be an artist just like that, without being a painter or a 
sculptor or a poet or a musician. Allan Kaprow by the middle of the century can ascertain that the 
young artist of our days does not have to say anymore: “I am a painter”, “poet” or “dancer”—
he/she is simply an artist. They do not have to state: I am a painter; they can simply be an artist 
(Dempsey,  2003,  222).  In  the  case  when  the  use  of  a  typical  medium  is  missing  from  the 
definition of the artist, it is much harder to define the artist, it is harder to determine what makes 
him/her different from, for example, the philosopher. If it is not necessary that he/she is able to 
use the paint, the pencil, the material to be modelled, then what makes him/her an artist? Is it 
enough for somebody to call  themselves an artist to become one? This is the question Keith 
Arnatt poses, who has a photograph taken of himself as a sandwich man with the text: “Keith 
Arnatt is a real artist”; also, who paints this text on the wall of the Tate Gallery. Also one of Keith 
Arnatt’s conceptual works is entitled:  Is it Possible for Me to Do Nothing as My Contribution to  
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this  Exhibition? (1970).  The work  is  a  fine  text  examining  the modalities  of  “doing  nothing”, 
pointing out its paradoxical nature.
Another contemporary form of the absence of the artist is the questioning of the requirement of 
originality. The most important attribute of the genius artist, as Kant also concluded, is originality. 
This is what gives the specificity of the work of art: the work cannot be deduced from rules; it is 
not  simply  the  practice  of  a  skill,  a  competence,  but  the  visualisation  of  a  completely  new 
“aesthetic idea”. We expect of the work of art to be original, i.e. to be in a causal relationship 
with the artist, to bear the traces of the artist’s hand. However, twentieth century art embraced 
Barthes’s  statement,  according  to  which  “the  text  is  a  tissue  of  quotations  drawn from the 
innumerable  centers  of  culture” (Barthes,  1977,  147),  and tried to make a virtue out  of  this 
professed  situation.  The  most  “gentle”  attitude  is  parody  or  paraphrase:  in  these  cases  the 
authors start out from a famous work of art, and reinterpret it, often in a humorous or ironic way. 
Duchamp’s disrespectful Mona Lisa parody is one of the most well-known cases: on a postcard 
reproducing Leonardo’s painting, Duchamp drew a moustache and a goatee on the lady with the 
enigmatic  smile.  René  Magritte  modified  several  earlier  works:  instead  of  the  represented 
persons,  lying,  sitting or  standing coffins can be seen,  be it  Jacques  Louis  David’s  portrait  of 
Madame Recamier, or Manet’s The Balcony. Picasso painted several dozens of pictures based on 
Velasquez’s  Las  Meninas,  and also one of  Velasquez’s  pictures  inspired Francis  Bacon in  the 
reinterpretation  of  the  portrait  of  Pope  Innocent  X.  These  are  not  copies,  but  original 
interpretations—however they will hardly stand their ground without recalling the original works. 
To be able to interpret Bacon’s Pope Innocent X as a person horrified by power, we have to know 
Velasquez’s  Pope Innocent X: proud, almost cynically aware of power, and practicing it without 
pangs of conscience. In these cases originality does not stand in finding a new subject, but in the 
originality  of  interpretation.  Maybe the most  marked example  of  appropriative  art  is  Sherrie 
Levine’s  After Walker Evans  series: the artist re-photographed Walker Evans’s famous photos 
from  the  catalogue  of  an  exhibition  without  manipulating  the  pictures.  The  artist  with  this 
gesture raised most pointedly the question of the original and the copy, as well as the question of 
authorship. Will the pictures gain or lose from their value if they bear another author’s name? Is 
the  meaning  of  perceptually  identical  pictures  the  same  or  not?  Walker  Evans’s  pictures 
documented the American rural  environment during the depression; they were about society 
struggling with the depression. The same cannot be said about Sherrie Levine’s series: this is 
about  art  itself,  about  photography,  its  functions,  and  the  requirement  of  originality  of  art. 
Sherrie  Levine’s  case  is  a  good  example  of  Arthur  Danto’s  theory  according  to  which  the 
perceptually identical objects can have different meanings (Danto, 1981). We can find a similar 
gesture  at  “copy  artist”  Elaine  Sturtevant  who  recreated  the  works  of  contemporary  artists, 
copied them, seeking to make a copy that is the most similar possible to the original: thus she did 
not paraphrase them, did not put them in a different context, did not change their title, just 
copied them. In her case the copying is self-serving: she does not copy aiming to learn, as was 
done for centuries by talented and less talented artists, and also not to deceive possible buyers. 
When Sturtevant copies the black Frank Stella pictures—otherwise created with minimal tools—
she does not make counterfeits, but real, authentic Sturtevants. Otherwise the artist does not use 
the phrases appropriation or copying about her works, but “repetition”. She already “repeated” 
Andy Warhol, Roy Lichtenstein or Jasper Johns’ works in the sixties, some of them almost at the 
same time as their creation.         
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The  ready-made,  art  building  on  the  response  of  the  recipient  or  on  chance,  and 
appropriation art  reinvented the ideas about the artist,  or more exactly,  the genius. In these 
cases  those  aspects  of  art  are  missing  from  art,  which  a  century  ago  were  thought  to  be 
inevitable: the creative activity of the artist, who “comes up with the idea“, and cultivates the 
object; the ability of the artist to see the object as a whole that cannot be complemented or 
broken; and the most important characteristic of the artist: originality, the creation of the new. 
With the rhetoric of absence the artists emphasise the problematic points of art:  the unclear 
ontological status of the work of art, the questionability of the requirement of originality, the 
unsustainability  of  the  individual  interpretation  of  the  creative  process.  Since  they  do  not 
formulate these thoughts in a discursive way, but with the rhetorical tool of absence, they ask the 
recipient to fill in the missing part on their own, to fill in the space intentionally left empty by the 
missing artist.       

The absence of the artist is equally spectacular in mid-century interpretation strategies. In 
Europe and overseas  the constellation of  thoughts  gained ground that,  based on the title  of 
Roland Barthes’ inspired essay, we can call “the death of the author”. American New Criticism 
emphasised that to interpret the text we do not need to know the intention of the author, on the 
other hand, in most cases it is not available anyway. All we need for interpretation is included in 
the text.  Roland Barthes also resents the practice that builds the text around the author.  He 
argues that the text needs to be liberated from the tyranny of the author: if the intention of the 
author defines the meaning of the text, then the text can only have one meaning, which the critic 
and the reader are obliged to figure out. But the text is a source of joy, and the text that bears 
more interpretations is the source of more joy. Barthes dismisses the idea that the unity of the 
work of art has to be found in the author:      

 
“Thus is  revealed the total  existence of writing:  a text  is  made of multiple writings,  drawn from many 

cultures and entering into mutual relations of dialogue, parody, contestation, but there is one place where this 
multiplicity is focused and that place is the reader, not, as was hitherto said, the author. The reader is the space 
on which all the quotations that make up a writing are inscribed without any of them being lost; a text's unity 
lies not in its origin but in its destination. Yet this destination cannot any longer be personal:  the reader is 
without history, biography, psychology; he is simply that someone who holds together in a single field all the 
traces by which the written text is constituted”. (Barthes, 1977, 148.)

The author/artist dies twice by this: on the one hand, he/she is missing from the work of 
art (as the creator fully determining the original creation); on the other hand he/she is missing 
from the field of interpretation as well.

2. The absence of the work of art

It seems we expect rightfully of the sculptor or the painter to have his creative process 
end in an object being created, in general we rightfully expect of the artist to create a work of art. 
And the work of art is an object that inherently holds the completeness of a living organism, 
meaning it is not possible to add to it or take away from it without terminating the work of art. 
Besides this,  for several  centuries we also rightfully expected of the work of art to represent 
something, to be similar to some object, event or person of the outside world.
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The mimetic  expectation was given up by the Romantics  at  the beginning of  the 19th 

century, substituting the imitation of the outside world with the need for expressing the inside 
world. The twentieth century is more characterised by the “liberated image” (own translation, 
Bunge, 2003). Bunge sees the beginning of this kind of imaging in Cezanne’s work, who liberated 
himself  from the constraint of perspective, the constraint of the mimetic reproduction of the 
outside world. This direction lead to the appearance of the abstract painting, which lacks the 
image  (insofar  as  we  interpret  the  image  as  imitation).  The  emptying  of  the  painting  is 
interpreted by Jean-François Lyotard as the inevitable expansion of the sublime in art. Lyotard 
synthetises the emptying of painting: what is necessary for it to be painting? Do we need a frame 
to spread the canvas on? No. Colours? Malevich’s black square on a white background already 
answered that question in 1915. Is an object necessary at all? Body art and happenings seem to 
be proving it is not. Do we need a space where we can exhibit, as Duchamp’s Fountain suggests? 
Daniel Buren’s work proves that this is also questionable (Lyotard, 1984).

These events lead to the sublime,  for  example in Barnett  Newman’s paintings.  In  the 
analysis  of  the sublime Lyotard  does  not  follow Kant,  but  Edmund Burke.  The feeling of  the 
sublime is linked to the terror of nothing: we are afraid to be deprived of something (of light, of 
others, of bread, of life). We are afraid there will be nothing. This momentary blocking of this fear 
causes joy, thus the ambivalent feeling of the sublime is created. This is what happens in Barnett 
Newman’s pictures elaborated with very few tools: they are not about something, they do not 
send any messages, they only testify to something existing, something happening, which is the 
painting. According to Lyotard, “now, and here, there is this painting where there might have 
been and nothing at all, and that’s what is sublime” (Lyotard, 1984, 37). 

Thus the picture gets emptied of the unequivocal references to reality; it loses its relation 
to the world. But it still remains a picture: a definite object created by the artist, which can be 
exhibited, hung on the wall.

The readymade actually exemplifies the absence of the work of art, insofar as we expect 
for it to be a creation. We can only call the re contextualisation of a found object—objet trouvé—
creation,  if  we  widen  its  usual  meaning.  Duchamp  bought  an  object  manufactured  in  mass 
production, signed it and exhibited it: we can call this creation if we do not mean by it that the 
artist worked on a material with his own hands (la patte, as Duchamp scornfully calls it), and thus 
creates a unique, new object. Duchamp did not create the  Fountain  as an object,  but he did 
create it as a work of art. He inaugurated the object as a work of art without actually creating it. 
The readymade lives on the absence proven possible of the tiring aspect of creation.  

But the readymade is still an object—even if a found one. However, in the field of fine- or 
visual art there have appeared such “works of art” that are missing exactly the constant, tangible 
object. This category contains on the one hand those works that incorporate decay, on the other 
hand the happenings, actions, performances.

 Among the works incorporating evanescence a particularly shocking one is the action of 
Transylvanian artist Anikó Gerendi called Tangage: the artist had drawn and written paper circles 
of  approximately  one  meter  diameter,  then  close  to  Oradea  in  the  fields  she  pinned  them 
together, made a pyramid of them and set it on fire. The action happened in 1989, all that was 
left of the artist’s creative work of one year, the drawings and texts made with pencils and pens, 
was some photos and a short film, documenting the action, including the visible pain of the artist 
(Ujvárossy, 2009, 131). Since the action happened in Romania in 1989, it is easy to be interpreted 
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as a painful self-censure, a self-restriction, which heroically opposes the political restraints. In a 
wider context, it could mean the objectifying of the fear felt possibly by any author—the fear that 
the created work will vanish, that the laboriously created thumbprint disappears.

The passionate voice of the above action appears in a muted manner in the group of 
statues exhibited by Urs Fischer in 2011 at the Venice Biennale: the replica of the 16th century 
artist Giambologna’s The Rape of the Sabine Women, casually watched by the artist’s friend, with 
glasses pushed on his forehead, hands in his pockets, with the artist’s office chair standing alone 
on the opposite side. All this fills a whole room, life-size. The group of statues was made by Urs 
Fischer from wax, with a candle wick on the inside—and the huge candles were lit on the day of 
the opening, burning all the time before the visitors. The shape of the statues changed gradually, 
sooner or later the heads, hands ended up on the ground in an undistinguishable clutter. The 
monument made to the passing of time itself vanishes, and it maybe is not just about that the 
works of art fall apart in time, and the same fate awaits the person watching the work. Maybe 
the self-destructive creation is also about that the formula of art that was built on stable works 
and the passive onlookers, has inevitably melted down.   

The evanescent works still preserve materiality as a negated origin. However, in the sixties 
the  happening  appears,  and  at  the  beginning  of  the  seventies,  the  performance,  which  lack 
objects,  and are made up of a series of actions.  The happening consciously incorporates the 
accidental, the context, the dialogue with the viewers, and the performance uses the artist’s body 
and/or personality itself as a medium. 

The absence of the work of art interestingly brings back the author/creator’s personality: 
not as artist but as the complement or replacement of the missing work of art.

 
3. The absence of reverence

In the great narrative of art, where the hero is the artist, the work of art is surrounded by holy 
adoration.  The  work  of  art,  similarly  to  the  representation  of  saints,  has  an  aura:  it  is 
unattainable; we must approach it with awe, in silent contemplation. To all this, a separate space 
is added: the museum.

 The antecedent of the museum is the “cabinet de curiosités”, thriving since the Renaissance
—the varied  collections  of  princes,  clerical  dignitaries,  rich  merchants,  the  collection  of  true 
“curiosities”,  where rocks,  stuffed animals,  exotic objects,  statues and paintings were equally 
exhibited. The aim of such a collection is the celebration of the collector’s wealth and taste. The 
paintings and sculptures were not held in such reverence as today. It was not rare that a strip of 
the painting was cut off to be better placed in the collection. Mostly by the 18th century the 
bigger private collections could not be financed from private capital, thus the states took these 
over and transformed them into museums. When in 1776 the Royal  Collection in Vienna was 
declared a public museum, the pictures were displayed in simple frames, with labels, according to 
national schools and periods of art history. Chrétien de Mechel, who was entrusted with the task, 
professed that he wanted to create a collection that would show the history of art.

In  the  18th century,  the  appearance  of  museums  belonged  to  the  process  marking  the 
aesthetic as a separate field, and which created the system of arts. The museum showed “works 
of  art”,  “artefacts”,  classifying  them  according  to  nationality  and  period,  and  embodied  the 
difference between the high and decorative arts. The museum also affirmed the conception that 
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the works of art are the products of the creative activity of the individual, and not works created 
upon order. Deciding what to collect and exhibit, the museums played a central role, and do to 
this day, in the forming of the artistic canon. Thus, the museums were the ones that made the 
aesthetic experience as a universal, transhistoric and transcultural form possible (Mattick, 2009).

The museums, which exhibited objects and artefacts systematically, along a narrative thread, 
had an undeniable role in the forming of national identity. This was Napoleon’s goal exactly when 
transforming the Louvre into a museum. The museums in principle were open to everybody, as 
opposed to the private collections, thus the knowledge accumulated in the museum, and what is 
even more important, the conception promoted by the museum, could reach everybody.

The fine art museum is organised around the work of art and the artist. The works now have a 
value that can be expressed in money; there are professionals who take care of the preservation 
or restoration of the works, professionals who analyse the originality of the works, who ensure 
them to high sums. The way the pictures are displayed—on huge white walls, to a distance from 
each  other,  separately  lit,  complete  with  explanatory  text,  (audio)  guides—it  favours  the 
reverential approach.  

Among twentieth century thinkers, many criticised what we can call, based on John Dewey, 
“the museum concept of art”. The most important aspects of the criticism came from the point of 
view of pragmatism. In the centre of John Dewey’s philosophy we can find the concept of the 
aesthetic experience: to strengthen this, Dewey would like to deconstruct the museum concept 
of art, which elevates the objects of “high art” out of everyday life, severing it from everyday 
experience. Richard Shusterman, who follows Dewey’s pragmatist aesthetic, concludes Dewey’s 
intentions in the following way: Dewey wants to break up the smothering rule of the separation 
of the fine arts, which differentiates between art and real life, and banishes art to a separate 
territory: the museum, the theatre, the concert hall (Shusterman, 1992). 

The value of art for Dewey because of this is given not by these artefacts in themselves, but 
the aesthetic experience coming from the creation and reception of the objects, and having an 
impact on the whole life of a person. He sees Kant’s biggest mistake in the idea of lack of interest, 
which makes the instrumental conception of art impossible, while the benefit of art which cannot 
be exaggerated is the amplifying of life’s energies. Dewey honestly hoped that the world of art 
could be democratised and better integrated into life. 

Continuing Dewey’s train of thought, Shusterman specifies the general objective to cease the 
isolation of art, and formulates two important goals: 

First  of  all,  the  concept  of  art  has  to  be widened  with  the  concept  of  popular  art,  whose  popularity  and 
enjoyment spans well beyond the socio-cultural elite. Furthermore, we need to be more open to the methods of high 
art that can contribute to progressive ethical and socio-political change.  (own translation, Shusterman, 2003, 269).

When Shusterman talks about the elevation of popular art into the concept of art, he does 
not mean the transferring of themes and motifs that pop-art does. In his analyses he does not 
look at Andy Warhol or Roy Lichtenstein’s work, but rap art, which, according to him, “fulfils the 
most  important  criteria  of  aesthetic  legitimacy,  usually  denied popular  art”  (own translation, 
Shusterman, 2003, 371). 
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For both Dewey and Shusterman a musical aesthetic experience is more complete if it 
allows singing along, or dancing along, rather than if it required devout, attentive but passive 
onlooking.

Many of  twentieth  century  genres  defy  exhibition in  a  museum.  The  aforementioned 
happening and performance belong to these, as well as land art. Land art appeared at the end of 
the sixties in America, as protest against artistic artificiality, against the commercialisation of art. 
Its representatives felt that the dominant, almost official trend, abstract expressionism, moved 
fatally  away from society’s  needs.  Land art artists  refused the museum or the gallery as  the 
special space of art, and created monumental landscape projects, in nature, of natural materials. 
One of the most well-known works is Robert Smithson’s Spiral Jetty from 1970: the artist built a 
450 meter long pier out of many tons of rocks, earth and algae in a lake in a spiral form, which 
can or cannot be seen depending on the depth of the water. Similarly, we cannot exhibit in a 
museum and also, cannot preserve Christo’s “wrappings”: the wrapping of the Reichstag in Berlin 
or the Pont Neuf in Paris, or his 39 km long Running Fence.  Christo’s monumental projects play 
with the idea of absence, of hiding: he gives emphasis to the properties of well-known natural 
sites or architectural works by hiding them behind wrapping.

There  are  more  and  more  artists  who  give  up  on  exhibiting  works  for  sheer 
contemplation. There is a trend whose aim is the elimination of the dividing line between art and 
life: the artists of the Fluxus raised the events of everyday life to artistic momentum, hoping for 
no less than the aesthetic experiencing of everyday life. Mail-art, the written, drawn postcards, 
the Fluxus-boxes, the events, George Brecht’s scores (“turn the light on, turn the light off”) did 
not require much artistic training or skills. The artists of the Fluxus really meant it that everybody 
is an artist and everything is art. Robert Filliou said:    

I started out from the instinctual feeling that every human being is a genius, and if we work too much on the 
development  of  their  talent,  we  may  easily  lose  this  talent—which  is  perhaps  common  to  every  living  thing. 
Theoretically I think that everybody’s perfect—but will people recognise that they are perfect? (my own translation, 
Filliou, 1995)

The performances, happenings that also occurred within the framework of the Fluxus also 
required a different approach than the reverential contemplation of the paintings hung on the 
wall  of  a  museum.  The  literally  bloody  performances  of  the  Vienna actionists  did  not  evoke 
contemplation in  the viewers,  but  fear,  terror,  and—according  to  Hermann Nitsch’s  hopes—
catharsis, eliminating the aesthetic distance expected in traditional aesthetics.

Other happenings actually required the active participation of the audience: for example 
Yoko Ono’s happening entitled Cut Piece which she first directed in Tokyo. The artist sat on stage 
in a black dress, and the audience, following instructions, cut pieces of her dress. Yoko Ono’s 
happening was not just about human interactions (with the possibilities of grief and sympathy 
coded  into  them),  but  it  also  made  directly  possible  the  experience  of  such  an  interaction, 
without the artistic event becoming materialised.

In recent years those cases became more frequent when the artist exhibits a work that 
can  only  be  made  complete  by  the  active  participation  of  the  spectator.  One  of  the  most 
memorable  experiences  at  the  2011  Venice  Biennale  was  the  work  of  the  group  of  artists 
exhibiting under the name Norma Jeane:  Who’s afraid of free expression?  In a smaller room a 
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quite big sized black,  white and red cube of  modeling clay was exhibited, the colours of the 
Egyptian flag. The visitors were invited to use the plasticine as they like. The visitors modelled the 
plasticine with unexpected creativity, covering the walls. In a few months the visitors decorated 
the  whole  room,  with  drawings,  words,  little  hearts,  Einstein’s  mass-energy  equivalence, 
imaginative figurines, and very rarely, political appeals or sexual references. Thus, the authors 
only created a space for playing—although laden with symbols—and entrusted the visitors with 
the temporary and final structure of the work. The “forming”, the “work” on the material was not 
taken on by the artist, but given over to the recipient. The reception of the work was actually 
“playing together”, maybe in a sense Gadamer never foresaw, and maybe never would have been 
happy about.

In 2011 Cyprian Gaillard exhibited a beer-pyramid in Berlin: he had 72 000 bottles of Efes 
beer brought over from Turkey, symbolically recreating the case of the Pergamon altar, which, 
after being discovered, was taken to pieces and reassembled in Berlin. The visitors were called to 
drink the beer freely, what’s more, smoking was also allowed at the opening, which made the 
venue rather similar to a college party. The parable is quite easy to read: it makes us think of the 
dangers,  the  disruptive  effects  of  consuming  culture.  At  the  same  time  the  message  is  not 
unequivocal, if the artist declares that he wanted to erect a monument to drinking, also, that we 
have to “get ourselves together” from a hangover too. What is unambiguous is that here the 
place of reverent contemplation is taken over by a literal “consumer” behaviour, where the work 
really culminates in the recipient’s interiorisation.

Conclusion: the significance of absence

The artistic events of the twentieth century intensified the search for a definition of art. As 
the above cases show, the artistic cases do not fit into the grand narrative of art, which was built 
on the unity of the genius author,  the work of art and the museum. Of the art-philosophical 
constructions of the twentieth century I would like to emphasise Arthur Danto’s suggestion about 
art as metaphorical substantiation. According to Danto, every work of art is a metaphor, which 
persuades the onlooker to see a as b.: “as if the painting resolved into a kind of imperative to see 
a under the attributes of  b” (Danto, 1987, 167). The structure of metaphor however is elliptic, 
stands close to the enthymeme.

The enthymeme is a deficient syllogism, a form of conclusion which does not make all  its 
premises explicit, but expects the partner in the dialogue to complement the missing premise. 
The  extraordinary  rhetorical  force  of  the  enthymeme  stands  in  including  the  partner  in  the 
argumentative process, making him or her a co-author. The partner in conversation will accept a 
conclusion  better  if  he/she  is  partly  its  author.  A  kind  of  intellectual  community  is  formed 
between the author and the listener of the enthymeme: “the audience for the enthymeme acts 
as  all  readers  ideally  should:  participating  in  a  process,  rather  than  just  being  encoded with 
informations as a tabula rasa” (Danto, 1987, 170). It seems Mies van der Rohe’s motto is really 
valid here: less is more. And that is exactly because the lack is intended to be filled by the partner 
in the dialogue (the recipient of art).

  It seems like the artists have taken advantage of the force of the enthymeme-structure from 
the second half of the twentieth century, boldly leaving out stages that before seemed essential: 
the author does not finish his/her work, does not define the genre, does not create a work of art, 
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he/she creates an object meant for decaying, or one whose place is not in a museum. The artist is 
missing, the work of art is missing, and the museum is missing. Will there be art left? 

Art forms like this require and make possible a more active and conscious reception of art. 
The artwork can only culminate in its reception—this is becoming more and more obvious. The 
visitor of the exhibition, the person meeting art on the street, the audience of the happening has 
to step out of the safe hiding-place of contemplation, and has to take over some of the dangers 
and pleasures of creation. The author is more and more complying with what Aristotle thought of 
as the mission of poetry, the outlining of the possible, and the recipient becomes part of a more 
intensive aesthetic experience. Absence proves to be abundance.   
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