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1865, 

Edouard Manet's 

[I] use the notion of the 

"indexical present" to 

describe the way in which 

I attempt to draw the 

viewer into a direct 

relationship with the 

work, to draw the viewer

into a kind of self-critical

standpoint which encour

ages reflection on one's

own responses to the work. 

Adrian Piper

Olympia jolted French art critics into paroxysms of attack. Manet's 

blunt portrayal of a reclining nude courtesan confounded critics, 

who judged her depiction to be unreasonably flat and abstract: 

"The least handsome of women has bones, muscles, skin, form, and 

some kind of color," wrote one critic in condemnation.1 "She does 

not have a human form," wrote another.2 Olympia was neither allegori

cal nor historical. The painting refused to embrace the coy, carefully 

encoded classicism of popular courtesan paintings of the period 

or even that of its principal visual source, Titian's Venus of Urbino 

(1538). Olympia was, instead, an icon of contemporary Paris, an 

honest portrayal of underground identities that culture "wished to 

keep still."3The courtesan's dirty feet, sinister black cat, uncompro

mising nudity, and black attendant signified her place in a lower-class 

underworld. She refused to appeal to Parisian hypocrisy, where the 

commerce of prostitution was accepted, as long as it was hidden 

and discreet. 

Attitudes about Olympia, of course, changed over time. 

Despite its once disturbing content, the painting's stylistic innova

tions captivated subsequent generations of modernist critics. Its 

13 

1. Theophile Gautier, as quoted 

in T. J. Clark, The Painting of 

Modern Life: Paris in the Art 

of Manet and His Followers, 

New York: Knopf, 1985, p. 92. 

2. Felix Deriege, as quoted in ibid. 

3. Clark, p. 100. 



4. Ibid., p. 79. 

5. See ibid., pp. 3--146. 

14 /Adrian Piper 
A Retrospective 

surface is a compendium of radical formal devices: broad, edgy 

planes of color; blurred and overdrawn outlines that create optical 

illusions; raw, painterly brush strokes; stark passages of black 

pigment Formalist critics eventually crowned Olympia the "founding 

monument of modern art"-a canvas so filled with innovative form 

and technique that it gave birth to modernism itself.4 

Any relationship 

between form and content, nascent or otherwise, remained mostly 

ignored in this criticism. Marxists wrote of the courtesan's class affili

ations and her iconographic conflation of sexuality and money; for

malists argued that the work presaged Cubism and even Abstract 

Expressionism. It was not until 1984 that the art historian T. J. Clark 

asked whether Manet's formal inventions and his politics were inter

related. Clark observed that Olympia projected a flat, disjointed space 

that was so filled with optical contradictions that it could not be 

comfortably inhabited by the viewer. Manet's optical displacements, 

Clark persuasively argued, were meant as a visual parallel for the 

physical and psychic displacements of class and identity that were 

disrupting Paris in general and the lives of prostitutes in particular 

during the implementation of Baron Georges-Eugene Haussmann's 

urban planning schemes in the mid-nineteenth century. Thus, Manet's 

will to "make hay with our assumptions as spectators ... [to] lead us 

to doubt the existence on canvas of three dimensions" was actually 

part of a broader ideological critique of the havoc wrought by 

Haussmannization.5 In other words, the radical formal disturbances 

that raked the surface of Manet's canvas paralleled the wrenching 

transformation of Olympia's urban world-a contemporary world 

inhabited by every one of her Parisian viewers. Thus, Olympia's raison 

d'etre was to cause both an optical and an ideological disturbance 

in the viewer, a situation in which radical form now served a radical 

social critique and vice versa. 

In our own time, the artist and philosopher 

Adrian Piper has put formal innovation as well as aesthetic and 

ideological disturbance in the service of another monumental social 

concern: prejudice. Exactly a century after Olympia was completed, 



Piper began her career as a precocious high school student 

cycling through a lexicon of modernist painting styles. Her early 

"pre-Conceptual" paintings, such as LSD Bloodstream (1965, p. 102), 

reflect influences as varied as Color Field and Minimalist abstraction, 

psychedelic fantasy, and expressionist realism and portraiture. Like 

Manet, who questioned the power of wealth and capital to displace 

and further impoverish Paris's lower classes, Piper would go on to 

revolutionize contemporary artistic practices in order to advance a 

vital social agenda. This essay examines the relationship between 

form and content in Piper's oeuvre, a relationship mostly ignored by 

art critics yet powerful enough to place her art in the forefront of 

both Conceptual and identity-based art. How has her allegiance to 

the avant-garde-her reliance on Minimalist and Conceptual formats 

generally thought by critics to be too hermetic to effect social 

change-actually enhanced the ability of her art to motivate viewers 

to examine intransigent attitudes about race and gender? 

The issue of 

prejudice, of course, is not abstract for Piper; she knows how it feels 

to be stereotyped and marginalized. A light-skinned black woman 

who could easily pass for white, she has long been privy to the racist 

comments made by white people when they think that no black 

people are around. As such, much of her work provokes the white 

viewer into confronting and analyzing personal and mostly unself

conscious attitudes about race and difference. Over the past thirty 

years, Piper's objects, installations, performances, and videos have 

established a direct, active relationship between artist and spectator. 

Stemming from a "compulsion to embody, transform, and use [her] 

experiences as a woman of color in constructive ways, in order not 

to feel powerless," the artist's work catalyzes its viewers into thinking 

about their emotional responses to people who are different.6 

Her social awareness has ref1gured the role and involvement of 

the spectator and the artist. Neither is permitted the usual defensive 

rationalizations that are used to distance art from subjects as 

discomforting as prejudice. 

Piper's early Conceptualist work was influenced 

15 /serger 
�tyles of Radical Will: Adrian Piper and the lndexical Present 

6. Adrian Piper, "General 
Statement about My Art." 
unpublished manuscript, p. 1. 



7. Of these early Conceptual 

pieces, which were "derivative of 

Sol LeWitt's work," Piper writes: 

"I turned to language (typescripts, 

maps, audio tapes, etc.) in the 

1960s because I wanted to explore 

objects that can refer both to con

cepts and ideas beyond them

selves and their standard func

tions, as well as to themselves; 

objects that both refer to abstract 

ideas that situate those very 

objects in new conceptual and 

spatiotemporal matrices, and also 

draw attention to the spatiotem

poral matrices in which they're 

embedded"; Adrian Piper, "On 

Conceptual Art," Flash Art, no. 143 

(November 1988); reprinted in 

Piper, Adrian Piper: Out of Order, 

Out of Sight. Volume I: Selected 

Writings in Meta-Art, 1968-1992, 

Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 

1996, p. 241. 

8. Piper writes of her connection 

to this world: "Sol LeWitt had 

been generous with inspiration 

and support for my work. Vito 

Acconci had published my first 

conceptual work in his Oto 9 

magazine. John Weber and Paula 

Cooper had been the first dealers 

ever to show my work, and Lucy 

Lippard the first to curate it." 

Despite Piper's significant place 

in this aesthetic community, the 

institutional racism and sexism 

of the art world, as well as 

the prejudices of individual art

critics and historians, has 

meant than Piper's work has 

been elided from most primary 

and secondary discussions of 

the Conceptual art movement 

in the United States. For more 

on the artist's involvement 

in the Conceptual movement, 

see Piper, "Introduction: 

Some Very Forward Remarks," 

in Out of Order, p. xxxvi. 

9. Adrian Piper, "Flying," 

in Adrian Piper: Reflections 

1967-1987, New York: The 

Alternative Museum, 1987; 

reprinted in Out of Order, 

p. 227. 

16 Adrian Piper 

A Retrospective 

by the perceptual experiments of Conceptual and Minimalist 

artists and f11mmakers such as Sol LeWitt (whom the artist considers 

to be one of her most important influences), Vito Acconci, Yvonne 

Rainer, and Michael Snow.7 In Sixteen Permutations on a Planar 

Analysis of a Square (1968), Piper exhausted the possibilities of a 

finite system of geometric variations based on the square. In the 

Hypothesis series (1968-70, p. 125), she photographed and charted 

her own passage through ordinary situations and locations. And in 

Meat into Meat (1968, p. 126), she documented the process of her 

then boyfriend, David Rosner, eating four hamburger patties she 

had cooked. Piper's early Conceptual phase, the "Garden of Eden" 

period as she has called it, was disinterested in the overt social 

content that would later become the hallmark of such mature 

and acclaimed work as the Mythic Being series (1972-75), Vanilla 

Nightmares (1987), Funk Lessons (1982--84), My Calling (Cards) 

#1 & #2 (1986-90), and Cornered (1988). 

The political upheavals of the early 1970s

the Vietnam conflict and the U.S. invasion of Cambodia, student 

revolts, the women's and black power movements, and the killing of 

antiwar protesters at Kent State and Jackson State universities

contributed to a radical shift in Piper's aesthetic outlook. She could 

no longer reconcile the socially removed, elitist mind games of 

Minimalist and Conceptual art with the fact that as an African 

American woman she faced constant discrimination both within 

and outside the art world.8 Neither could such aesthetic stratagems 

properly reflect or challenge the reality of a world collapsing under 

the weight of racial and sexual hatred. Piper writes: 

I traumatized myself, burned out, and began to withdraw from 

the art world into the external world. The political upheavals of 

1970 ... [as well as] others' responses to my perceived social, 

political, and gender identity braked my flight a bit. ... I strug

gled to transcend both .... It didn't work. I plummeted back 

to earth, where I landed with a jolt.9 

Piper began to reevaluate the social content of her work-a rethink

ing that did not automatically jettison the Minimalist-Conceptual 



forms and devices of her earlier pieces. Instead, she applied their 

solipsistic and phenomenological games to an art that would be 

resolutely conscious of the place, sensitivities, and vulnerabilities of 

the spectator. Her stylistic and formal investigations were wide-rang

ing, following a complex and interconnected trajectory: performance 

pieces and street performances involving autobiography, didactic 

lectures, or masquerade; photo-and-text pieces and installations, 

some including soundtracks; complex multimedia installations set 

into austere Minimalist constructions; drawings; manipulated pho

tographs; and the recent merging of her earlier photo-conceptualist 

format with more personal statements about friendship, mortality, 

and spirituality. 

Piper's first investigations into radical form and social 

content were performative. In the 1970 Catalysis series, she tested 

people's xenophobia and intolerance by transforming herself in odd 

or repulsive ways while engaged in everyday situations such as riding 

the subway or browsing in a bookstore in clothes saturated with 

vinegar, eggs, and cod-liver oil; shopping at Macy's department store 

wearing clothing coated with sticky white paint and a WET PAINT sign 

(p. 128); or walking through the lobby of the Plaza Hotel in New York 

with helium balloons attached to her nose, hair, and front teeth. 

In Untitled Performance at Max's Kansas City, NYC (April 1970, p. 1 27), 

Piper navigated through the venerated downtown Manhattan artists' 

hangout while closing off her sensory faculties by wearing long 

leather gloves, a blindfold, earplugs, and a nose clip. The performance 

was, in a sense, her declaration of independence from a fundamen

tally racist, sexist, and, to a surprising degree, conformist avant

garde. "I have always had a strong individualistic streak," Piper has 

written of the Max's Kansas City piece. "My solution was to privatize 

my own consciousness as much as possible."10These early perfor

mances represented Piper's boldest move to date into the context 

of the real world. The institutional boundaries of the art world-the 

rarefied, well-behaved realm of the museum, the gallery, and the 

performance space-would no longer separate her from the people 

she wanted to reach and observe and the world she wanted most 

urgently to challenge. 
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Performance for Max's Kansas 
City," in Out of Order, p. 27. 
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