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The material of meaning:
llluminating the art of Joseph Kosuth

Natalie King

Joseph Kosuth is candid, astute and erudite A1 the ume of our
meeting in Sydney, | was reading Pierre Cabanne’s dialogue with Marcel
Duchamp and the latter’s views on the elastic definition of the word
‘intelligence”: ‘There is something like an explosion in the meaning of
certain words: they have a greater value than their meaning in the
dictionary.”' Kosuth relishes linguistic philosophy as | discovered in our
interview on the occasion of his exhibition ““An Interpretation of This
Title” Nietzsche, Darwin and the Paradox of Content” at Anna Schwartz
Gallery, Sydney.

Natalie King: Can you discuss the conceptual underpinnings
of your early work?

Joseph Kosuth: | wanted to show that one could make a work
that had a life in the culture as art which didn’t constitute art simply
by a priori established ideas of the authority of the form or the
medium. Then, as art, it could be free o ask questions because its
meaning wasn't constructed by citing its own authority as a form,
like painting for instance. As an example, your aunt or uncle living just
outside of Alice Springs doesn’t know anything about art. But if they
walk into someone’s living room and they see a painting hanging on
the wall, they know immediately that it's art. That baggage of prior
meaning, that inherited valise of presumptions based on media and
tradition eclipses the meaning that you want to assert as an individual
artist

NK: Is this why you chose to work in ngon?

JK: In 1965 | wanted to make works which were tautological and
self-referential that would bare the device of the system of art. Works
like One and three chairs were one way | did it, but also neon was
very useful for this because it references popular culture. One is
familiar with it as signage, but it was not a fine-art material, There
were also a lot of qualities | could separate and articulate as
components - glass, electrical, letters, English ~ and | needed
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qualities, aspects, to unpack. An early example, One and eight -
a description, 1965, is in the collection of the National Gallery
of Australia, purchased from Leo Castelli in 1974

But it's necessary to get nd of this idea that I'm some sort of neon
artist if you want to understand any of my work. Modernism taught
us o see art as the limits of the medium, that being an artist was
being a painter, a sculptor or even a photographer. Conceptual art
introduced the idea that we were simply artists, and how you made
work was at the service of why you made work, Our real material was
meaning. In the 1960s | saw that these modernist issues alienated us
from the world we lived in, that it led to formalism and formalism led
0 empty, meaningless decoration. Modernism suggests you work
with a medium and the medium defines you. I've done a lot
of neon work in the past decade or two because | began to be
interested in public projects, and neon functions well in large-scaie
works, but half of my work isn’t neon

NK: Have you exhibited before in Australia?

JK: Apart from my current exhibition at Anna Schwartz Gallery,
Sydney, the only other show was in 1970 at Bruce Pollard’s
Pinacotheca Gallery, Melbourne. This was one of fifteen shows | did
around the world in many locations, including Leo Castelli Gallery
in New York, Oxford University, the Museum of Contemporary Art
Chicago and Kunsthalle Bern, Beginning in 1968, ‘The Second
Investigation' consisted of ads employing the Synopsis of Categories
by Roget for his Thesaurus. In effect the work was essentially a
description of the world which | put back into the world as fragments
of its own description. In the Melbourne gallery, for example, there
were labels installed which showed the local Australian project (using
fourteen newspapers around the country) plus fourteen other labels
with the information of the other museum locations around the world
and the projects they supported in that country.

NK: Was this project connected 10 your activities with Art &
Language?

JK: No, it preceded it, but | was smart enough not to limit myself
1o Art & Language. | had very strong points of view which, frankly,
would often get diluted or mutated in the group dynamic. | enjoyed
much of it intellectually, but when it came to actual work in the end
you still have a work being made by a committee. Some of the
stronger personalities, like Michael Baldwin, had no real practice
of their own, and basically wanted a viral-like relationship with those
who had one, such as Terry Atkinson or myself. | had my own
practice before | ever met them and the larger group evolved out
of art school as a collaborative activity. | had both a theory and a
practice (my article ‘Art after Philosophy’ was pre-Art & Language),
and | quickly came 1o wonder why | needed Michael on my back.
Tarry came to the same conclusion even before | did. He was always
the artist of the British team and had been Michael's teacher at
Coventry College of Art. Even though we came to a joint agreement
to end Art & Language in 1975, Michael, with the support of a couple
of others, picked the name up again with the return to painting in the
early 1980s and did these embarrassing and disastrous group
paintings under the name of Art & Language contrary to that history.
| think one can safely say they have more in common with Julian
Schnabel than previous Art & Language work

NK: Did you have a connection with lan Burn who has been an
important figure in Australian conceptual art?

JK: lan should be seen as significant because he did a lot of
important things. So certainly his high reputation here in Australia
is well deserved, considering what he did when he did it. But |
wouldn't be honest if | didn't confess that he and | were always at
odds. lan and Mel Ramsden sought me out when they came to New
York and | took them under my wing. Aspects of their work was for
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