Estera Milman
wooq 40 s2133Y}say ayy puo JAPFON




Cover:

Sam Geodman
Eichmann Remember
1961

Assemblage

103 x 116 x 15¢cm

ISBN 0-941680-20-7

Copyright © May 2001

Mary and Leigh Block Museum of Art,
Northwestern University.

Essay copyright © 2001 retained by
the author.

Image copyrights ® 2001 retained
by the artists and the Nolart
Archive.

Funded, in part, by the National
Endowment for the Arts.

Design
Ab Gratama
Towa City, IR

Eichmann’s astounding willingness,
in Argentina as well as in Jerusalem,
to admit his crimes was due less to
his own criminal capacity for self-
deception than to the auro of
systematic mendacity that has
constituted the general, and
generally accepted, atmosphere of
the Third Reich. “0f course” he had
played a role in the extermination
of the Jews; of course if he “had
not transported them, they would
not have been delivered to the
butcher.” “What, ” he asked, “is
there to ‘admit’?” Now, he
proceeded, he“would like to find
peace with [his] former enemies”—
a sentiment he shared not only with
Himmler, who had expressed it
during the last year of the war, or
with the Labor Front leader Robert
Ley (who before he committed
suicide in Nuremberg, had proposed
the establishment of a
“conciliation committee”
consisting of Nazis responsible for
the massacres and the Jewish
survivors) but also, unbelievably,
with many ordinary Germans, who
were heard to express themselves
in exactly the same terms at the
end of the war. This outrageous
cliche was no longer issued to them
from above, it was a self-
fabricated stock phrase, as devoid
of reality as those clichés by which
the people had lived for twelve
years; and you could almost see
what an “extraordinary sense of
elation” it gave [Eichmann] the
moment it popped out of his
mouth.

Eichmann’s mind was filled to the
brim with such sentences. His
memory proved to be quite
unreliable about what had actually
happened; in a rare moment of
exasperation, Judge Landau asked
the accused: “What can you
remember?” (if you don’t
remember the discussions at the
so-called Wannsee Conference,
which dealt with the various
methods of killing) and the answer,
of course, was that Eichmann
remembered the turning points in
his own career rather well, but that
they did not necessarily coincide
with the turning points of Jewish
extermination or, as a matter of
fact, with the turning points of
history.

Hannah Arendt,

Eichmann in Jerusalem:

A Report on the Banality of Evil,
1963, pp. 52-53.
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The opportunity to present the
exhibition, NO'art and the
Resthetics of Doom, was first
proposed to the museum by Rainer
Rumold of the Department of
German Literature and Critical
Thought at Northwestern and
Editor of Northwestern University
Press’ Avant-garde and Modernism
series. Some time ago, Professor
Rumold helped to facilitate a
conference and exhibition on
German Expressionism at the
Block, in collaboration with
Professor Otto Karl Werckmeister
and Curator Reinhold Heller. Over
the last several years, Rumold and
Estera Milman, Director of
Alternative Traditions in the
Contemporary Arts, The University
of Iowa, have collaborated on a
number of publications,
conferences, and exhibition
projects. In 1992, Milman curated
an important exhibition of Fluxus
material from the Rlternative
Traditions in the Contemporary Arts
collection. Organized by Franklin
Furnace in collaboration with the
Anthology Film Archive, Fluxus: A
Conceptual Country, traveled to
the Block where it constituted an
important part of a series of
exhibitions, symposia, and other
public events in the greater
Chicago area. The Fluxus exhibition
and its attending programs
introduced the museum to a wide
array of collaborators devoted to
the engagement of movements,
ideas and works that had yet to
receive either broad scholarly
attention or significant
presentation in the general
community. Once again, NO'art and
the Resthetics of Doom, enables
the museum to enterinto a
discourse with history. With Estera
Milman as Curator of the NO'art
exhibition and Editor of NO/art:
Artworld Politics and the Culture of
Dissent and Rainer Rumold helping
guide the publication of this
anthology, to be produced in
conjunction with a symposium on
the NOTart movement at the Block,
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the museum is once again looking
ot o period in art too long
overlooked and deserving greater
discourse and understanding. As a
museum, we facilitate
collaborations with leaders in
various fields of the arts and
humanities. It is a pleasure, once
again, to be in association with
both Milman and Rumold.

As is true with all exhibitions at
the museum, the final
presentation represents the input
of numerous people with expertise
in a variety of areas of key
importance to the interpretation,
design, communication and
conservation of the exhibition to
varied museum audiences. Dabney
Hailey, the museum’s Curatorial
Assistant, has been integral to
establishing the communication
and collaboration necessary for
such an ambitious project. Deb
Wood, Assistant Curator, Dan
Silverstein, Preparator, Carole
Towns, Business Administrator,
and Brooke Dierkhising, Assistant
to the Director, have all been of
integral importance in establishing
NO!art os a permanent fixture on
the horizon. In organizing this
project, support has been received
from the National Endowment for
the fArts, a federal agency, the
Illinois Arts Council, a state
agency, the Institute of Museum
and Librory Services, a federal
agency, and the Friends of the
Mary and Leigh Block Museum of
Art.

David Mickenberg, Director
Mary and Leigh Block
Museum of Art



Estera
“NO!art” and the Aesthetics of Doom

[Eichmann] was incapable of
uttering a single sentence that was
not a cliché. (Was it these clichés
that the psychiatrists thought so
“normal” and “desirable”? Are
these the “positive ideas” a
clergyman hopes for in those whose
souls he ministers? Eichmann’s best
opportunity to show this positive
side of his character in Jerusalem
came when a young police officer in
charge of his mental and
psychological well-being handed
him Lolita for relaxation. After two
days Eichmann returned it, visibly
=+ indignant; “Quite an unwholesome
... book,” he told his guard.)

Hannah Arendt,

Eichmann in Jerusalem:

A Report on the Banality of
Evil, 1963.1

Boris Lurie
Llolita

1962
Photomontage on canvas
142X 102 cm



Foreword

I first met Boris Lurie, the only
surviving founding member of the
March Gallery group,or NO'art
collective,in late September of
1992. My initial introduction to
NO!, or more specifically to o
wealth of challenging, lote 1950s
and early 1960s photomontages,
constructions and assemblages by
Lurie, Sam Goodman and Stanley
Fisher and their numerous
coconspirators, was orchestrated
by Gertrude Stein of the Gallery
Gertrude Stein in New York.
Gertrude’s gallery on Madison
Avenue had, in the early 1960s,
served as the second base of
operations for the collective’s
iconoclastic insurgencies. It all
began quite normally, as artworld
encounters go. My exhibition,
Fluxus: A Conceptual Country, had
just opened as a cross-town
festival in New York City’s Tribeca,
SoHo, and Lower East Side. I had
brought one of neo-Dada’s
paradigmatic underground
movements “home” after
decades of semi-exile and The
New York Times, Artforum, Art
News, and Art in America lauded
the event. The opening was
packed. Artists, poets,
composers, filmmakers, and
critics outnumbered members of
the general public. The crowd
filled the exhibition spaces and
spilled into the streets. I had
known Gertrude for some years
and she came to the opening with
Patia Rosenberg, daughter of the
venerated anti-formalist critic
whose watershed 1952 essay,
“The American Action Painters,”
provided an alternative,
transactional, and inherently
anti-aesthetic, conceptual
armature for what Alfred Barr and
others called Abstract
Expressionism. Rosenberg’s thesis
would later be refashioned by
Allan Kaprow, the father of
“Hoppenings,” and would
subsequently serve as model for
succeeding generations of event
artists and other neo-Dadaists.
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The following day, I joined
Gertrude for a drink and, without
warning, was introduced to Boris.
I was handed a copy of Lurie’s and
Beat poet Seymour Krim’s bilingual
anthology, N0!art: Pin-ups,
Excrement, Protest, Jew Art

(with contributions by Brian
0’Doherty, Harold Rosenberg,
Thomas B. Hess, Tom Wolfe, Marcel
Yanco, Dore Ashton, Gerhard
Gossiot-Talbot, Gregory Battcock,
Mario de Micheli, Jean Toche, Lil
Picard and Wolf Vostell, among
others), a publication that
Gertrude had helped subvent some
years earlier. Flipping through the
book I found myself shifting back
and forth between extreme
discomfort and unprecidented
excitement. Gertrude insisted that
NO! was the only authentic artistic
radicalism of the period and that
everything else she had since
encountered was “just art.” Soon
thereafter, Boris and I visited the
series of studios and underground
spaces scattered across New York
City that had, since the mid
1960s, served as repositories for
some of the most powerful and
difficult Cold War era works that I
had as yet encountered.
Overwhelmed by the raw energy
that emanated from these
artifacts some thirty-odd years
ofter their realization, I felt asif
I had unearthed a time capsule.
Boris and I concurrently began our
animated discussions of the
formalist agendas of the artworld,
broadly described, that had
resulted in NO!art’s initial
marginalization. We also initiated
our ongoing dialogue about the
artist’s recurrent juxtaposition of
images of mass-marketed sex (and
other cultural clichés) and his
direct, first-person experience of
genocide. In retrospect, I find it
difficult to believe that, at the
outset, I had naively assumed that
the excavation of NO!art would be
but a logical, albeit complicated,
expansion of my in-progress
historiographic investigation of

the interrelationship of neo-Dada,
artworld pretensions, and cultural
taboos. Instead, the project
forced me to open my own
proverbial pandora’s box and to
embark on a complex and deadly
serious journey of self-discovery.
By so doing, I admittedly crossed
a line that, as both an historian
and displaced persons’ camp-born
descendant of “victims” and
“survivors,” I had long been
reticent to breach.

Although rarely discussed at
length in the mainstream art
historical literature, by the late
1950s and early 1960s, the term
“neo-Dada” had come to
encompass the production of John
Cage and his disciples Jasper Johns
and Robert Rauschenberg,
participants in the Fluxus
collective (often described, even
in introductory art history
textbooks, as a loose association
of artists, poets, and musicians
who, under the influence of Cage,
ottempted to challenge the
distinction between art and non-
art), constructors of Happenings,
The New Realism, Common Object
Painting, the New Vulgarians, the
works soon to be canonized under
the new rubric “American Pop
Art,” and the overtly political,
anti-Pop “NO!art” group. Although
neo-Dada was considered by some
to be a rubric coterminous with
cultural critique, it was often
invoked by formalist critics of the
period as a pejorative term.
Characteristics understood to be
held in common across these
diverse international tendencies
included calling attention to the
specific character of
contemporary life, the attempted
eradication of the line of
demarcation between art and
everyday experience, and the
conviction that the art event or
object was but an initiator of
interactive experience, that is to
say, that it was the receiver, and
not the maker, who finished a



piece. Most contemporary critics
were in agreement that North
American practitioners of the new
art were attempting to challenge
the then-in place, undisputed
hegemony of Abstract
Expressionism, or more precisely,
of academic abstraction; few, if
any, understood that a number of
these so-called “neo-Dadaists”
understood themselves to be
successors to a subversive
counter-culture initiated in
opposition to the McCarthyist
1950s. Although both Fluxus and
NO! can be counted among this
sub-set of neo-Dada, the two
more or less contemporaneous
artistic counter-cultures
responded to their historical
“post-neo-fascist” context very
differently. Within the last
decade, Fluxus successfully
captured the imagination of our
own present. The movement was
occepted back into the fold, so
to speak, and is now credited as a
direct precursor to contemporary
video, correspondence and
performance art, among other
intermedial artistic practices. To
date, NO! remains positioned on
the margins of art historical
discourse.

Although participants in Fluxus
were by no means averse to taking
occasional forays into the
political arena, for the most part,
the collective was committed to
humbling art, subordinating its
hierarchical values to everyday
life, and challenging the myth of
artistic privilege; their weapons
of choice were the cerebral, the
“anesthetic,” and humor. fis
such, Fluxus was indeed o
forerunner of the great divide
between Abstract Expressionism
and what is now defined as the
conceptual and intermedial arts.
Conversely, the assemblages,
photomontages, constructions
and events realized by card-
carrying members of NO!
responded to many of the same

prerequisite utopian convictions
that had informed the production
of the most radical members of
the Abstract Expressionist circle.
Interestingly, these defining
principles (belief in art’s ability to
transmit raw and unmediated
direct experience, the liberation
of the individual, and an
uncompromising hostility toward
the oppression of modernist
institutions) are not commonly
addressed in formalist narrative
histories that laud the “triumph”
of mid-twentieth-century
American painting. Instead, they
mirror Harold Rosenberg’s thesis,
as voiced in “The American Action
Painters.”

On the other hand, because NO!
was transparently political, its
members escaped the Abstract
Expressionists’ unresolved
struggle with the crisis of
meaning. N0'art’s messages were
meant to be “read” as political
critique; the collective’s
collaborative events were
intended to induce direct and
unmitigatedly savage experience
of the unspeakable. As Seymour
Krim insisted in his contribution to
No!art: Pin-ups, Excrement,
Protest, Jew Art, NOlart’s
calculated extremism was a
“brutal effort to cope with a
brutish environment [intended to
strike the receiver] like a rock
hurled through a synagogue
window.” The collective’s
weapons of choice were a belief
in art’s ability to participate in
cultural transformation, mass-
media reifications of suburban
affluence, politically incorrect
sex, nuclear devastation, and
genocide. The NOlartists are
insistent that the collective did
not distinguish among the mass-
marketing of women, the Cuban
missile crisis, political
assassinations in the Congo, civil
rights battles in the South, the
carnage of Hiroshima, and the
Nazi-induced destruction of

European Jewry. It is to their
response to what we have since
come to call the “Holocaust,”
however, that we must look when
attempting to track their
continued marginalization.

As NO!art’s “designated” North
American historiographer, I would
not have been able to even begin
to address the latter were it not
for Hannah Arendt’s reportage of
the Adolf Eichmann trial in the
spring of 1961, or more
specifically, for the animated
controversy initiated by the
subsequent English-language
publication of her observations as
these simultaneously appeared in
print, some two years later, under
the title, Fichmann in Jerusalem:
A Report on the Banality of Evil,
and as five issues of The New
Yorker (February through March,
1963). The Eichmann trial and the
publication and reception of
Arendt’s reportage are often
cited as an important turning
point in the historiographic
construction of the term “the
Holocaust,” and as important
media events that contributed to
the rubric’s lightning-speed
ascendancy as the descriptive
term of choice for the historical,
Nazi-induced destruction of
European Jewish culture. What is
rarely taken into account is the
fact that two years had passed
between the trial and the afore-
cited publication events.

Upon my rereading of Arendt’s
New Yorker essays, I was struck
by the uncanny parallel between
her observation concerning
Eichmann’s unnerving dismissal of
Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita as an
“unwholesome” book and Boris
Lurie’s iconic 1962 photomontage
on canvas of the same title. I was
also taken aback by the
realization that, in much the
same way that Arendt had singled
out Judge Landau’s “rore moment
of exasperation” while asking the
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accused “What can you
remember?,” Sam Goodman had
chosen to title his 1961 triptych/
assemblage, Fichmann Remember.
Furthermore, I was deeply excited
by the realization that the
completion of these two works
purportedly took place within the
yeors that separated the triol
from the North American
publication of Arendt’s reportage
and thus prior to (or at very least,
in the very forefront of) the
preliminary lifting of a long-in-
place cultural taboo about public
discussion of Nazi genocide. For
some years, I had used Lurie’s
Lolita and Goodman’s Eichmann
Remember to initiate dialogue
among my graduate students,
many of whom could be counted
as members of what Tim Cole
(author of Selling the Holocaust:
From Auschwitz to Schindler, How
History is Bought, Packaged, and
Sold) calls the “Schindler
generation.” Inevitably,
Goodman’s assemblage fit within
what seminar participants
understood to be an
“acceptoble” (albeit radical and
deeply troubling) artistic response
to carnage. Conversely, Lurie’s
canvas was repeatedly read os
offensive. Having been
programmed by streamlined and
simplistic mass-media
representations of the Holocaust,
on the one hand, and by a far
more intellectually stimulating
feminist art historical literature,
on the other, my students were
less offended by the
photomontage’s reification of
genocidal slaughter than by its
objectification of the feminine
other. While it could be argued
that my students’ reception of
these two contemporaneous
artistic responses to the
Eichmann trial serve to confirm
our assumptions about a division
between representations of the
Holocaust by those with direct
experience of the event and those
without (Goodman had spent the
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war years in the film branch of the
Canadian ormy, whereas Lurie had
survived the camps), it is not that
simple. Both artists were very real
players in the New York artworld
and as such, both had fallen heir
to Harold Rosenberg’s 1952
proposition that true innovation in
the arts required that
representation be abandoned in
favor of enactment. Furthermore,
ot the time of their completion,
both works were considered to be
equally inappropriate. These
historical enactments were
realized during the time lag
between the Eichmann trial and
the preliminary emergence of
what Tim Cole argues has since
become the central community
myth of the “Holocaust.” The
following essay attempts to chart
the historiographic agendas that
guaranteed NO!art’s initial
relegation to the margins of ort
historical discourse and the
collective’s resultant exclusion
from the now raging battle
surrounding the banality of our
own present’s programmed
expectations.

A number of telling artworld
events have taken place since I
was first introduced to NO!. In
1995, the Neue Gesellschaft fiir
Bildende Kunst, the Haus am
Kleistpark, and End-art gallery in
Berlin mounted exhibitions on
Boris Lurie and NO!art in
commemoration of the fiftieth
anniversary of the end of the
Second World War and as part of
their contribution to the then
already volatile discourse across
Germany surrounding the proposed
Berlin Holocaust Memorial. I am
grateful to Ekhart Holzboog,
Katharina Kaiser, Dietmar Kirves,
Matthias Reichelt, and Klaus
Theurerkauf, all of whom were
involved in these events and who
shared their resources with me. I
would also like to acknowledge Dr.
Volkhart Knigge, Director of the
Buchenwald Memorial in Weimar,

and Dr. Sonja Stoar, Exhibition
Coordinator at Buchenwald, who,
in 1999, mounted a retrospective
Boris Lurie exhibition in the
“Desinfektion cellar” of the lost
of a series of Nazi concentration
and labor camps in which Lurie had
been incarcerated as an
adolescent. Lurie’s Buchenwald
retrospective was very
deliberately mounted os o
commemoration of one of the
darkest moments in Weimar’s past
at the very point in time when the
city was again to be celebrated as
a venerated seat of European
culture. Boris has pointed out to
me that the “Goethe ook tree,”
under which the poet is said to
have composed some of his
works, still thrives inside the
camp grounds. I am particularly
grateful to Matthias Reichelt and
Curt Germundson who noted that,
even in Germany, Lurie did not
conform to the public’s
expectations of the “traditional
victim,” and who shared
exhibition visitors’ comments in
the Buchenwald Memorial quest
book that confirmed the extent
to which this was true.

Between 1997 and 2001, the
Janos Gat Gallery, on Madison
Avenue in New York, hosted o
select number of masterfully
mounted, small NO!art and NO!-
related exhibitions. I wish to
acknowledge Janos’ support of my
own endeavor, particularly during
its more volatile planing stages.
For the most part, however, NO!
has continued to be excluded
from mainstream, North American
artworld events. For example,
despite the collective’s direct
offiliotion with the Beats, NOlart
was visibly absent from the
Whitney Museum of American Art’s
1995-96, broadly inclusive
exhibition, Beat Culture and the
New America: 1950-1965, curated
by Lisa Phillips. Reference to NO!
was also not made in Paul
Shimmel’s masterful Out of



Actions: Between Performance
and the Object, 1949-1979 (The
Geffen Contemporary at The
Museum of Contemporary fArt, Los
Angeles, 1998). Perhaps even
more tellingly, despite the artist’s
direct involvement in NO!art in the
early 1960s, all reference to the
collective has been erased from
Yayoi Kusama’s chronology,
bibliography, ond 1998-99
retrospective exhibition,
organized jointly by the Los
Angeles County Museum of Art, The
Japan Foundation, and the
Museum of Modern Art in New York.

I am grateful to David Mickenberq,
Director of Northwestern
University’s Mary and Leigh Block
Museum of Art and to his expert
staff. In September of 1993,
Fluxus: A Conceptual Country
traveled to what was then the
Block Gallery where it became an
active participant in the week-
long, Fluxus Festival Chicago,
jointly hosted by Northwestern,
Chicago’s Museum of
Contemporary Art and the School
of the Art Institute. Itis
particularly fitting, then, that
the new Block Museum of Art
should host NO!art’s preliminary
North American resurrection. I
wish to acknowledge the
substantial contributions to this
undertaking made by Professor
Rainer Rumold, Northwestern
University’s Department of German
Literature and Critical Thought,
and Editor of Northwestern
University Press’ Avant-garde and
Modernism Studies series. Rainer
has actively supported this project
for some years based on his stated
belief in NOlart’s “unique tenacity
as an avant-garde phenomenon”
and his conviction that these
works from the late 1950s and
early 1960s confront our own
present with “a unique set of
tough— albeit potentially
objectionable— critical issues
about the representability of
genocide and the limits of

resisting the commodification of
aesthetic production.” I would
also like to thank the National
Endowment for the Arts for its
long-standing support of this
project. I am particularly grateful
to the Endowment for its
acknowledgment, during the
granting process, that the
subject was one that had
definitely not received the
attention it was due, and its
projection that, if successful,
this exhibition and its
accompanying publications would
definitely make a significant
contribution to scholarship in the
areq.

I wish to thank Dore Ashton, Allan
Kaprow, Michelle Stuart, (the
late) Wolf Vostell, Stella Waitzkin
ond a host of other artworld
insiders for spending long hours
sharing their first-hand
experiences of NOlart with me. I
also wish to acknowledge
contributions to this project by
Brett Van Hoesen, my editorial
assistont, Julia Mears and Patrick
Ingram, two Iowa City-based
Attorneys at Law who have
followed the realization of this
endeavor with much care and
personal attention, Rabbi Jeffrey
Portman of Iowa City’s Agudas
Achim Congregation and Gerald
Sorokin, Director of the Abner
Hillel Jewish Student Center,
whose very deliberate joint
invitotion to introduce NOlart to
their constituencies during a
recent Holocaust
commemoration initiated my
authorship of the second segment
of the essay that follows. Finally,
I wish to extend my sincere
gratitude to Boris Lurie and
Gertrude Stein for, perhaps
inadvertently, forcing me to
confront some of my own long-
suppressed demons.



“NOlart” and the Aesthetics of Doom

A second non-Pop vein, which
specializes in social protest, should
also be mentioned, if only to dispel
confusion by placing it properly
outside Pop Art ... these
Assemblage, or ‘Doom’ artists are
the political satirists that Pop
artists are not. They are all that
Pop is not, and proclaimed
themselves ‘anti-Pop’ in February
1964. They are anguished, angry
and hot where Pop is cool, detached
and assured. They omit nothing
from their conglomerations of
trash, paint, collage and objects,
whereas the Pop artists omit
almost everything from their direct
presentation, and they are
essentially pessimistic where Pop is
optimistic.

Belligerently romantic, as a group
they come as close to Neo-Dada as
is possible today.

Lucy Lippard, “New York Pop "2

I think of the environment of Tenth
Street in those days; the attraction
the March Gallery had for social
dissidents of varying stripes; the
obvious political pressures.
Betrayals everywhere. What could
the lessons of the concentration
camps have meant really, when
atrocities in the Korean War went
on and on. And on to Vietnam.

Dore Ashton, “Merde Alors! 3

Lucy Lippard’s attempted
delineation among the activities of
the sociopolitically engaged
“Doom,” or NOl!artists, and their
Pop Art contemporaries was
published in one of the earliest
anthologies on Pop Art. Edited by
Lippard prior to the venerated
feminist scholar’s self-professed
politicization, the book first
oppeared in print in 1966 and has
since become a standard text for
undergraduate art history
students. Activist critic and art
historian Dore Ashton’s far more
supportive aposteori recollections
of NO!art’s March Gallery
manifestations were published a

scant three years later. Lippard hod
illustrated her reference to these
“anguished, angry, and hot”
Assemblage artists with o full page
reproduction of Sam Goodman’s
circa 1960/61 The Cross (fig. 1).
Goodman’s “conglomeration of
trash, paint, collage and objects”
is flanked by o half-page panel in
which Jim Dine’s cool and assured
Shovel of 1962 is juxtaposed with
Marcel Duchamp’s iconic early
twentieth-century prototype,a

“ready-made” snow shovel entitled

In Advance of the Broken Arm.
Lippard’s reference to NO!art

1.

Sam Goodman

The Cross (The Bomb)
1960/61
Assemblage

180 x 120 x 120 cm



encapsulates the mainstream
artworld’s then in-place,
predominantly anti-political
agenda. Ashton, who in the early
1960s had herself been a player in
the institution of art’s
construction of a depoliticized
successor to Abstroct
Expressionism, acknowledges, from
0 1969 perspective, that “the
proto-theories” of the March group
were subsequently refined in the
work of sociopolitically engaged
contemporary “artists who
renounced easel painting and
sculpture in favor of actions, events
ond ephemera.”# She further
recollects that when first she
encountered the work of Boris Lurie
and the March group, she had
recognized an emergent “sub-
culture of dissent.”5 “In 1940,
then, I saw Boris Lurie’s collages,
with their frequent allusions to the
concentration camp he had once
inhabited, and their open
indictment of popular American
culture. I also saw other members
of the March group in ‘The Vulgar
Show’ and recognized the themes
(atom bombs, concentration
camps, contaminated milk,
lynchings in the South, commercial
sex, professional mass killers).”¢

Members of the N0!art cooperative
aggressively responded to the
aftermath of Buchenwald ond
Nagasaki, the ensuing atomic
terrors of the Cold War, and the
period’s janus-faced obsession with
conflicting representations of
women as suburban homemakers, on
the one hand, and mass media icons
and/or sex workers on the other.
They did so at a point in time when
such overtly politicized production
was on anathemao to the artworld.
As a result, for the last forty years,
their actions and cultural
interventions have been relegated
to the margins of art historical
discourse in the United States.
“N0!art” and the Aesthetics of
Doom is the first North American
retrospective exhibition devoted to

the investigation of this pivotal, yet
subsequently marginalized, mid-
century collective of artists and
poets. This exhibition also attempts
to redescribe New York City’s Tenth
Street Golleries of the late 1950s
and early 1960s as more than a
comfortable proving ground for the
descendants of Abstract
Expressionism. By concentrating on
the 1959 through 1964 iconoclostic
activities of the “N0!art”
cooperative or “Doom” artists of
Tenth Street’s March Gallery (and
soon thereafter of the uptown
Gallery Gertrude Stein), the project
hopes instead to provide an
introduction to a radical subculture
of dissent, which despite its
absence from the art historical
canon, historically served as an
authentic link among RAction
Painting, o politicized (yet little
acknowledged) manifestation of
Beat culture, Assemblage,
Environments, Hoppenings, and that
particular subset of neo-Dada that
has come to be canonized under the
rubric “[North American] Pop Art.”

This exhibition and its concurrent
publications and symposia are also
offered os a challenge to prevailing
misunderstandings about the
interrelationships among artistic
activism, social consciousness and
personal expression within the
context of the purportedly a-
political, mid-century North
American artworld. “N0!art” and
the Aesthetics of Doom is further
committed to the excavation of a
long repressed memory of the New
York artworld’s complex response to
the aftermath of Hiroshima and
Auschwitz, those “terrible twin
symbols of monmade mass death”?
that signalled the end of the 0Id
Left at the same time that they
permeated the childhood and
adolescent consciousness of what
was to become the New Left of the
student resistance to the Vietnam
War. The project is an opportunity to
bring to light and reexamine an
important body of work, which, due
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to its complex relationship with
both Pop and with what we have
since come to call “the Holocaust”
has been long overlooked. Although
“NO!art” was initially understood to
be o very real player in the cultural
politics of the period, the collective
is largely absent from the North
American art historical literature.
“N0lart” and the Aesthetics of
Doom promises to rectify this
omission at a time when the North
American art public has begun to
question the conventional narrative
of post-war modernism.



As is confirmed in Lippard’s circa
1966 observation that is cited in the
epigraph for this essay, by the
middle of the decade, NO'art had
come to represent o set of inverted,
paradigmatic defining terms for
Pop. In her definition of the
“Doom” artists as a collective of
specialists in social protest who
were all that Pop is not, the critic
confirmed that the overtly
politicized discourse of NO! had been
obandoned in favor of a
domesticized (and very deliberately
de-radicalized) version of its more
accessible neo-Dada cousin.
Ironically, by the close of the
decade, NO! came to be understood
(by a select subset of sophisticated
artworld insiders) as having served
as a precursor to then contemporary
reemergent instances of artistic
radicalism and sociopolitical
activism. For example, by 1969, not
only would Ashton argue that NO!
had served as an important source
for “such recent vogues as the anti-
form arts,” but Gregory Battcock
would posit that the group
represented an important and
unrecognized artistic direction that
predicted recent and conceptual
problems in the “New Anti-Art and
Outlow Art.”8 Ten years after NO!
proclaimed itself to be “anti-Pop,”
the pivotal anti-formalist critic,
Harold Rosenberg, became yet
another vocal advocate of the
collective and challenged the
artworld to toke on the recovery of
“NO!art” into the canon.? “N0!art”
and the Aesthetics of Doom is
offered os a belated acceptance of
Rosenberg’s circa 1974 challenge.

It could be convincingly arqued that
Boris Lurie was (and continues to be)
the most unrelentingly
confrontational of NO!art’s three
founding fathers. The artist has
stated that, from its initial
consolidation in late 1959/early
1960, the NO!art collective
consciously rejected normative
aesthetics and “introverted”
formalism in an attempt to

integrate personal and social
protest into a so-called “new form
[that was] dependent to some
extent on Dada, on violent
expressionism, street art [and]
graffiti.” He also declared that, in
their rejection of pure form, the
Doom artists shared a number of
working models with Beat poetry.10
For Lurie, a prerequisite for
membership in the group was o
willingness to collectively “burn
bridges” and thus cut off any
possibility of retreat.!! In a circa
1970 interview, conducted at o
point in time when sociopolitical
activism was once again louded by
the artworld and when opposition to
censorship of the arts had become
occeptable, if not fashionable, the
artist further recalled that when he
and his co-conspirators in NO! had
made their “rebellion” (within a
context far less conducive to
sociopolitical artistic activism),
they were very much aware that
they were taking chances, thata
real break had been made, and that
they had “distanced [themselves]
from those who had taken the road
which was permitted or accepted as
correct at that time.”12 There is
little question but that Sam
Goodman and Stanley Fisher (the
collective’s co-organizers) were in
agreement thot membership
involved taking very real social risks.
To varying degrees, so too did some,
although not all, of the collective’s
fellow travelers: Rocco Armento,
Isser Aronovici, Herb Brown, Allan
D’Arcangelo, Erro, John Fischer,
Dorothy Gillespie, Esther Gilman,
Gloria Graves, Allan Kaprow, Yayoi
Kusama, Susan Long, Jean-Jacques
Lebel, Lil Picard, Michelle Stuart,
Richard Tyler, Wolf Vostell, Stella
Waitzkin, and Ray Wisniewski,
among others. To date, Lurie,
Goodman, and Fisher’s bridges have
os yet to be reconstructed. Some of
their colloborators remain
positioned on the margins of
contemporary artworld discourse;
others have entered the
mainstream.

Thomas B. Hess of Art News was
counted among the few mainstream
art critics courageous enough to
champion the “Doom” artists during
their so-called “collective period”!3
with which this exhibition deals. In
an essay/manifesto entitled “Boris
Lurie and Sam Goodman™ published in
the fall of 1962 by the Galeria
Schwarz, Milan, Hess arqued that
NO!art’s two cofounding iconoclasts
were “true Social Realists [who
unlike Guttuso, Siqueiros, Lorjou,
Refregier and other traditional
Social-Realists of the Left did] not
sneok Cold-War messages into
smooth aspics of Style.”1# Although
published in Italy, it is important to
note that the critic’s propositions,
as asserted in this piece, stand in
direct opposition to then-prevalent
Cold War, mainstream New York
artworld discourse; instead, Hess’
authorial voice seems to owe more
to the rhetoric of Beat culture than
to Art News “style.” Hess describes
his subjects as “Citizen Artists” who
had shifted their base of operations
from the studio to the ideological
arena and applauds their rejection of
“accepted academic table
manners” as well as their
transposition of “the latest idioms
of New York Action Painting” into
direct protest. Interestingly enough,
the critic further asserts that unlike
Robert Rouschenberg, Allan Kaprow,
or Claes Oldenburg who “use the lace
of garbage in formal poetic ways,”
Lurie and Goodman “comment on the
disgrace of society with the refugee
material of society itself—fugitive
materials for fugitives from our
great disorders—our peripheral
obscenities, our garbage, our
repulsive factory-made waste-
matter.” !5 Two months after Hess’
essay oppeared in print, it would
become clear that the critic had
backed the wrong team.

A detail of Lurie’s Lumumba is Dead
(fig. 2), spans the lower quarter of
the cover of the September/0ctober
1962 Gallery Schwarz exhibition
catalogue. The frieze is composed of
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a series of photographs of the
artist’s ever present “grimed pin-up
nudes (the erotics of the
underprivileged).””1¢ One of these
large bare-breasted women is
flanked by graffiti which promises
to clarify “WHY CUBR HATES US” and
by a segment of a press photograph
of disaster; another by a small
swastika and a photomontage of a
bikini clad model collaged over a
portrait of a religious Jew. A close-
up of Goodman’s Moment of Truth
(fig. 3), a war-game/assemblage
composed of a makeshift table,
chessboard and two armies of
“gtomized” toy soldiers and
miniature dolls, is positioned above
Lurie’s photomontage of
“politicized” smiling sex-workers
and beauty queens. The same detail
from Lumumba is Dead is repeated
on the inside cover of the
catalogue, beneath a reproduction
of the full photomontage on
canvas. Hundreds of snippets of
dismembered pin-up nudes revolve
around the large swastika that
serves as the image’s central
element; so too do smaller
swastikas and segments of text
which refer to Patrice lLumumba’s
torture and murder,on the one
hand, and to Lurie’s then-growing
dissatisfaction with the North
American artworld, on the other.
More pin-ups and a detail of the
oversized central swastika flank the
Italian language version of Hess’
essay, which opens the Schwarz
catalogue. Lurie’s introductory
statement for this publication
includes the almost unnecessary
explication that NO!artists believe
that “in a time of wars and
extermination, aesthetic exercises
and decorative patterns are not
enough.”!7 Goodman’s statement
opens with an epigraph (attributed
to one A. Shmuck, Creepsville, N.J.),
which reads, “I’ll shoot the first
person who tries to enter MY fallout
shelter.” In its insistence that
Doom artists are “concerned with
happenings, <<real>> happenings.
ART WITH BALLS!!,” Goodman’s

3.

Sam Goodman
Chess Set/Moment
of Truth (Detail)
1961

Construction

54 x 54 x 16.5 cm

free-association-prose manifesto
speaks the language of in-house
artworld politics. In its declaration
that “0ld soldiers never die, they
just <<ATOMIZE>>,” the piece
concurrently makes tongue-in-
cheek reference to the prevailing
Cold War terrors of the real world.18

The 1989 photomontage that
serves as “cover art” for paperback
editions of Todd Gitlin’s The Sixties:
Years of Hope, Days of Rage
juxtaposes a Campbell’s Condensed
Beef Noodle Soup can against
numerous other media icons of the
period; there are no references to
NO!. In his memoir/cultural history,
Gitlin discusses what he calls the
early or “old” New Left of the early
Sixties, the pre-Vietnam New Left,
itself “ignited by the civil rights
movement [which] later turned the
motor of the mass student
movement of the late sixties.”1?
The author notes that this small
community of young, university-

bosed radicals believed there to be a
“missing generation of the Left”—
the 0ld Left had been shattered by
McCarthyism and the Cold War, and
there were few radicals of the
previous decade “who might have
served as exemplars for the next
generation.”20 He recalls that his
transitional generation looked to
underground, apolitical channels of
resistance, in particular, to the
sexual libertinism of the Beats. The
outhor recounts that “with left-
wing politics in a state of collopse,
most of these oppositional spaces
were cultural—ways of living,
thinking, and fighting oneself free
of the affluent consensus.”2!
Although Gitlin addresses the
“antipolitics” of most of the early
New Left’s self-proclaimed cultural
“elders,”” he credits Beat Culture’s
attack on sexual toboos as having
served as an important basis for the
early New Left at the same time that
he acknowledges the existence of
other “tiny bohemias of avant-garde
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culture and political dissonance. 22
Conversely, in her 1969
recollections of the March group,
Ashton is insistent that at o time
when “even Allen Ginsberg could be
found swilling fine Scotch in [Park
Avenue] havens,” the NO!artists
were understood to epitomize
social protest and political
indignation; their primary target
was a “society which could
contemplate [art] while crimes of
unspeakable dimensions were being
executed every day.”25 It is
unlikely that Gitlin (who at the time
was in residence in Cambridge,
Massachusetts) was aware of the
then concurrent cultural politics of
NO!. As a result, the author has
here, perhaps inadvertently, passed
over one pocket of resistance,
which not only maintained very
direct links with his generation’s
self-proclaimed “enclave of
elders,” but also served as one of
Beat Culture’s overtly politicized,
visual counterculture offiliates.

In 1960, Stanley Fisher, one of
NOlart’s founding fathers, served
os editor/publisher and contributor
to the anthology Beat Coast East,
which reproduced details of Lurie’s
1959/60 photomontage on

canvas, Liberty or Lice, alongside
contributions by Jack Kerouac,
Elaine de Kooning, Rllen Ginsberg,
LeRoi Jones, and Claes Oldenburg,
among others. Seymour Krim, editor
of The Beats (an anthology of “Beat
Generation” prose and poetry) and
editorial director of Nugget
magazine, was one of NOlart’s
vocal fellow iconoclasts. Krim
would continue to serve as a
primary spokesman for the group
and, in 1988, would coedit Lurie’s
anthology, NO!art: Pin-Ups,
Excrement, Protest, Jew Art. In his
October 1963 introduction to the
NO! Show, mounted at the Gallery
Gertrude Stein on 81st Street in
New York, the poet acknowledged
that although he understood there
to be “an unmistakable
connection” between Nugget and

NO!art, the magazine, as a mass
market production, had not as yet
been courageous enough to go “the
lengths of artists like Boris Lurie and
Sam Goodman;” instead, Nugget
could only “subvert hollow tradition
and dullness by easy stages.” Krim
also asserts that in their
aggressiveness and individualism,
Fisher’s “shrill siren-warnings [and]
the obsessive phallic imagery of Yayoi
Kusama” far surpass the kinds of
subversions offered in his own Beat
Culture-affiliated journal. The poet
warns his readers that N0lart’s
primary intention is to “be a savage
experience,” arguing that the
artists are thus deserving of the
viewers’ respect, even as they may
“recoil or [be] angered by the
calculated extremism of some of the
work.” Krim carefully attempts to
delineate degrees of extremism or
“brutal effort to cope with a brutish
environment” that are evident to his
eye among the production of the
diverse artists who had contributed
to the show. He singles out Allan
Kaprow’s work as being cool,
calculated and classic, and thus an
exception to the rule; Esther
Gilman’s Christ imagery, Michelle
Stuart’s “sado-masochistic
portraits” and Kusama’s “orchard of
penises” are deemed closer in
intention, but nonetheless relegated
to an arena of “female sensibility”
that sits outside the author’s own
direct experience. Itis to Lurie,
Goodman, Fisher and Richard Tyler
that Krim turns for exemplars of
“work that hits you like a rock hurled
through a synagogue window.” The
poet continues, “‘A match skating in
a urinal!” was Hart Crane’s almost
chaste image of disqust 30 years
ago; now it has multiplied into these
bashed-in TV sets, girlie pinups next
to concentration camp mass graves,
in short the unedited film strips of
the contemporary id which usually
end up in the mind’s waste-paper
basket.”24 As is evidenced below,
Krim’s introduction to the NO!show
further provides a deliberately
belligerent, insider’s definition of
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the cultural production of the male
members of the collective that
presages, yet nonetheless mirrors,
lippard’s reference to NO!art os all
that Pop was not.

They use every handy esthetic
device (collage with mixed
technique, overprints, what
Boris Lurie calls a
“simultaneity of attack”)
that will torpedo the eye and
rape your soul of clichés. They
ore a band of rapists in a
sense, impatient, unsparing,
open-flied and ready for
action — “hot” pop artists ou:
for copulation rather than
cool ones doing doodles
before a mirror.2

A yeor later, an expurgated (and
somewhat misunderstood) excerpt
of Krim’s aforecited championship
of “*hot’ pop artists” appeared in
Edward T. Kelly’s Art Journal article,
“Neo-Dada: A Critique of Pop.” Kell
was valiantly attempting to reinves
diverse forms of neo-Dada
(including the specific sub-set tha-
had come to be associated with th
redescribed rubric “Pop Art”) with
what he perceived to be a culturall
critical intentionality that crossed
then-recently imposed lines of
demarcation among the newly
canonized and the soon to be
historiographically disempowered.2¢
Although Kelly recounts that it had
been suggested that “the Pop Art
movement itself was inspired by ar
attempt to make NO Art [sic] a mo
palatable commodity for a public
willing to invest in satiric games, 27
he was not simply serving os
champion for the politically
engaged collective. This is
evidenced in the author’s repeatec
critique of propositions offered by
panelists during a December 1962
symposium mounted by the Museur
of Modern Rrt, an event that
morked the ascendancy of

the rubric “pop art” over the pre-
existing, broader descriptive
term, “neo-Dado.”28 Although
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Ashton had served as one of the
most knowledgeable of the five
participants in MoMA’s 1962
Symposium on Pop Art, N0!art was
not discussed. That this was the
case is perhaps understandable in
view of the fact that MoMA curator
Peter Selz opened the proceedings
by declaring that the term neo-Dado
had been rejected, in part, because
the new art under discussion bore
but a “superficial resemblance to
Dada, which it will be remembered,
was a revolutionary movement
primarily intended to change life

itself.”29 In his defense of NO! in Art

Journal, Kelly was surely very much
aware that he was participating in a
broader cultural debate and that his
opponents were the then-dominant
conservators of hierarchical value
and normative idealistic aesthetics.

The extent to which the institution
of art initially felt threotened by
what was then understood to be
neo-Dada’s very real critique of the
artworld’s inherently anti-political,
formalist assumptions is evident
throughout the transcript for
MoMR’s Symposium on Pop Art, as
well as in numerous articles on the
new art in the contemporary art
press. For example, the January
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1963 issue of Art International was
dominated by a set of articles
discussing “The New Realists, Neo-
Dada, Le nouveau realisme, Pop Art,
The New Vulgarians, Common Object
Painting, ond Know-nothing genre.”
Critic/historian Barbara Rose
opened “Dada Then and Now, ” the
lead essay in the issue, with the
observation that although no one
could possibly believe that World
War I era European Dada was still a



vital “art style [emphasis mine],”
the term had been resurrected in an
attempt to describe the production
of such disparate contemporary
artists as Robert Rauschenberg,
Jasper Johns, Jim Dine, Claes
0Oldenburg, Allan Kaprow, Tom
Wesselmann, Robert Whitman,
Robert Indiana, James Rosenquist,
Roy Lichtenstein, Andy Warhol, and
Wayne Theibaud.3? Rose continues:
“Anti-art, anti-war, anti-
materialism, Dada, the art of the
politically and socially engaged,
apparently has little in common
with the cool detoched art it is
supposedly to have spawned. !
Persistently describing neo-Dada in
formalist, “pro-art” terms, the
author attempts to correct what
she describes as “popular
misconceptions” that the “new
Dada is an art of social protest” and
that itis “anti-art.”32 Through its
repeated reference to “a cool and
detached art,” “Dada Then and
Now” celebrates the codification of
the art establishment’s chosen set
of defining principles for North
American Pop Art. Conversely,
through its rejection of a
coterminous set of descriptive
terms then applied to neo-Dada —
anti-art, anti-war, anti-
materialism (in other words, those
characteristics prerequisite to an
art of social and/or political
protest), the essay confirms the
initiation of the historical
disempowerment of the more
overtly radical proponents of what
was considered at the time to be a
“new humanism,” and for which
NO!art served as paradigmatic
model.

Although it is generally assumed
that rigid lines of demarcation
between those artists who entered
the contemporary canon and those
whose offiliations remained with
the artistic counterculture of the
period were clear cut, itis not that
simple. For example, in 1961, North
American critics could not help but
have aligned 0ldenburg’s artistic

production alongside that of many
of his co-participants in what would
soon thereafter come to be called
American Pop Art, with
“happenings,” “new realism,”
“common object art,” and “the new
vulgarians,” all of which were
coterminous with the hotly debated
rubric, “neo-Dada.” Within o few
short years, however, Oldenburg
would make an almost seamless
transition from his early “messy”
experiments with environments and
happenings into the ranks of the
purportedly cool and apolitical,
newly codified North American Pop
Art canon. Nonetheless, itis
important to note that he would
intermittently maintain his
affiliation with the “underground”
long after his position in the

mainstream was secure. Although
not a central member of the Fluxus
branch of the neo-Dada
international community, 0ldenburg
was reqularly counted among the
movement’s participants. So too
was Kaprow, whom Lippard would
describe in 1966 as the father of
“Happenings, 3% and Cologne-
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based, “décoll/age” artist Wolf
Vostell (with whom Kaprow would
sometimes collaborate). Both
Kaprow and Vostell were also
counted among the ranks of fellow
travelers in NO!art. Vostell would
loter insist that, in the early
sixties, Warhol *“ran around New
York taking in everything” and
subsequently incorporated Fluxus
artist Jackson Mclow’s ideas about
the new cinema into his own film
production.34 Although listed as
the first “hard-core Pop artist” in
Lippard’s 1966 compilation of the
“New York five, 35 Warhol would
continue to maintain contact with
the underground through his long-
standing friendship with filmmaker
and critic Jonas Mekas and with
George Maciunas, Fluxus’ primary
impresario. During a 1963 interview
on the topic, “What is Pop Art,?”
Warhol discussed his own image
making in tongue-in-cheek terms
that can not help but bring N0!art,
and in particular, Boris Lurie’s
simultaneity of attack and pin-ups,
directly to mind. When asked by G.
R. Swenson to discuss his “Death”
pictures, Warhol begins by making
reference to cherry bombs, bloody
crowds, “Death in America,” his
Electric Chair series, car wrecks,
suicide pictures, decapitations and
exploded body parts reproduced in
the Inquirer, and plane croshes.
The artist then continues:

My next series will be
pornographic pictures. They
will look blank; when you turn
on the black lights, then you
see them — big breasts
and...If a cop came in, you
could just flick out the lights
or turn on the reqular lights —
how could you say that was
pornography? But I'm still
practicing with these yet.36

By 1966, Lippard could comfortably
close her brief reference to “the
old March Gallery group”37 with the
assertion that itis “a febrile
dispersiveness about Doom

productions (irate manifestos,
exhibitions titled ‘The Vulgar Show,’
‘the Doom Show,’ ‘The Involvement
Show,” ‘The No Show’), which fatally
weakens them despite their
devotion to admirable causes.”38
Two years earlier, Kelly had proposed
that it was the overt violence
evidenced in N0!art that hod
impeded the collective’s accrual of
the “giddy success enjoyed by Pop
Art.”3% In his attempt to validate
this proposition, the author
referenced yet another of Krim’s
intentionally combative, in-house
presentations of the collective’s
public face.

Writing in the poster-
announcement for the “NO
Show, ” Seymour Krim,
editorial director of Nugget
magazine, cites the essential
qualities of NO as: “art that
screams, roars, vomits,
rages, goes mad, murders,
rapes, commits every bloody
act it can to express only a
shred of the human emotions
that lie prisoner beneath the
sanitary tiles here in adman’s
utopia. 740

In 1971, at a point in time when
artistic activists, New Left student
resistors and other countercultural
radicals were understood to be cut
from similar cloth, Emanuel K.
Schwartz and Reto Shacknove
Schwartz published a somewhat
eccentric, yet nonetheless
insightful, collaborative essay on
“NO-ART” in Leonardo. The
psychoanalyst/artist team insisted
that (in direct reaction to the
McCarthy era) the 1959-64
movement “gave leadership to later
cultural developments; such os,
unisex; underground films and press;
demonstration = confrontation; art
of the streets and, finally, open
violence and rebellion in the streets
(Paris 1968). 74! Although the
authors make brief reference to
formal “resemblances” among NO!
and Dada, it is to NO!art thot they
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turn when discussing what they
describe as the “aesthetics of
protest,” and it is the “NO-artist”
whom they identify as the
paradigmatic “social critic.”42 After
citing a number of venerated
examples of art-specific critiques
and condemnations of society that
had entered the art historical
canon, the authors posit that “the
NO-art group, however, turns the
audience off perhaps because these
artists ‘act out’ the action and
esthetic distance between observer
and the art object is lost.”#3 This
proposition that brings to mind
Harold Rosenberg’s pivotal 1952
anti-formalist essay, “The American
Action Painters,” wherein the critic
insisted that the innovation of
Action Painting was to dispense with
representation in favor of
enactment.44
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In 1974, Rosenberg himself
authored a brief essay in support of
NO!art that opens with a reference
to Warhol’s “innocuous” disaster
images and a less than subtle
critique of Clement Greenberg,
Rosenberg’s formalist rival. The
author describes the NO! artists as
the legitimate heirs of Dada,
distinguishes their activities from
the “post-dada [production] of
Rauschenberg, Lichtenstein and
other housetrained kittens,” and
insists that Lurie, Goodman, Fisher,
et al., anticipated Documenta V by
a decade.*5 The essay closes with a
set of belligerent indictments
directed ogainst the institution of
art, and in particular, the discipline
of art history. Although this
statement was presented as an
appendix, it bears an uncanny
resemblance to Hess’ 1943
propositions that appeared in the

Gallery Schwarz exhibition cotalogue
and to the “irate” in-house
manifestos that Lippard condemned
in 1966 as one of NOlart’s fatal
faults.

1. Will NO! Art be coopted by
art history? — 2. Does it seek
cooption? — 3. Will shit
multiples be produced by
Marlboro, Pace and Castelli to
commemorate this episode of
art history? — 4. Will a
retrospective shit show be
sponsored by the National
Endowment for the Arts and
the New York State Council for
the Arts? — 5. If not, is this
omission a falsification of art
history? — 6. What about other
artists who have existed but
have been omitted from art
history? 46

Rosenberg’s challenge makes overt
reference to Goodman and Lurie’s
NO-Sculpture or Shit Show, mounted
at the Gallery Gertrude Stein in 1964,
an event that captured the
imagination of the New York artworld
and continues, to this day, to serve

as a symbol of uncompromising, mid- -

1960s anarchic, artistic radicalism.
In 1969, Ashton described this
exhibition, “in which excrement
waos the sole agent,” as the March
group’s final statement.

This was o statement of the
nihilistic, anarchic values that
the sub-culture had long been
generating. As is always the
case with the morally
indignant, the potential for
pathos is strong, and so is the
potential for annulment. Many
converged in a pact of mutual
disqust in the mid 1960s, and
it was this mutuality that
exhausted itself, as once
dada had exhausted itself,
making way for revised values.
Merde alors!Afinal,
incontrovertible statement
which cuts off any further
discourse.*7

Itisimportant to note that
Rosenberg had not openly
championed the NO! artists during
their active, collective period.
Instead, he chose to do so in
retrospect, after the cultural
upheavals wrought by the Vietnam
War. Peter Novick, author of the
recently published, provocative
book, The Holocaust in American
Life, arques that it was not until
the Vietnam era that the Holocaust
moved to the center of North
American consciousness and was
recast as a “bleak emblem for an
age of diminished expectations.”48
Gitlin (one of the early presidents
of Students for a Democratic
Society and co-organizer of the
first national demonstration
ogainst the Vietnam War) provides a
parallel perspective on the
interrelationship of the Holocaust
ond Vietnam that impacted certain
members of the incipient New Left.
He recalls that in the aftermath of
Auschwitz, “a spiritual qulf opened
between generations.”

One might even surmise that
some [of our parents’] guilt
was later fought out over
Vietnam, that the Jewish Cold
Warriors of the Fifties and
early Sixties were dead set on
stopping Communism precisely
because they had failed to
stop the Nozis— whereas to me
and the people I knew, it was
the American bombs which
were the closest thing to an
immoral equivalent of
Auschwitz in our lifetimes.
When the time came, we
jumped at the chance to
purge ourselves of the nearest
thing to the original trauma.
And then atrocities
committed by innocent
America rang the old alarms—
even if the parallels

were drawn too easily,
overdrawn, with crucial
differences obscured.*’
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Rosenberg is counted as perhaps the
most radical of those mid-century
cultural critics who had earlier
maintained membership in what
Gitlin calls the 0ld Left. In response
to imperatives of the onset of the
Cold War era (and a decade prior to
the consolidation of the March
Gallery group), Rosenberg served as
a primary spokesman for the o-
politicization of North American art,
os is evidenced in a 1947/48
statement that appeared in his
influential editorial preface for the
proto-Abstract Expressionist
journal, Possibilities I. In place of
organized sociopolitical activism,
the critic arqued for the liberation
of the individual.

Naturally the deadly political
situation exerts enormous
pressure. The temptation is to
conclude that organized social
thinking is “more serious”
than the act that sets free in
contemporary experience
forms which experience has
made possible ... Once the
political choice has been
made, art and literature
ought of course to be given
up. Whoever genuinely believes
he knows how to save
humanity from catastrophe
has a job before him which is
certainly not part time.50

Although cultural theorists and
historians have recently
rediscovered Rosenberg’s “Does the
Jew Exist: Sartre’s Morality Play
about Anti-Semitism,” which was
originally published in Commentary
7, no. 1 (January 1949 ), throughout
the late 1940s and early 1950s,
Rosenberg concurrently authored a
series of little discussed essays and
reviews that also appeared in
Commentary and in the Zionist
journal, Jewish Frontier. Within
these, he made numerous, overtly
activist references to the Jewish
world wiped out by the Nazis and
argued against martyrdom and
passivity, calling instead for acts of

personal resistance. Rosenberg did
so at a point in time when public
discussion of this monumental
carnage was, for all intents and
purposes, taboo and as one
component of his unrelenting
struggle against totalitarianism.
Ironically, asis evidenced in one
such statement thot initially
oppeared under the title, “Jewish
Identity in o Free Society” in
Commentary 9, no. 6 (June 1950),
the critic’s battle against
orthodoxies and totalitarian
philosophies, including
nationalism,were not so far
removed from his championship of
the new Americon Action Painting:
“People freely choose to subject
themselves to totalitarian
disciplines in order to be
something—perhaps even more,
however, in order to quiet the
anguish of possibility [emphasis
mine]. "5t

In his 1988 editorial preface to
“the first [self] published
collection of essays” on the
collective, belligerently entitled,
NO!art: Pin-ups, Excrement,
Protest, Jew-Art, Lurie describes
the movement as having occupied
“the strategic juncture where
artistic production and socio-
cultural action meet.””52 The artist
further insists that “the origins of
NO!art sprout[ed] from the Jewish
experience, struck root in the
largest Jewish community-New
York, a product of armies,
concentration camps,
Lumpenproletariat artists.”53
Novick provides an explication of @
number of important aspects of the
sociopolitical context to which
NO!art responded and to which Lurie
refers above. For example, the
author recounts that 1945 marked
the point in time when evidence of
the horrors of both the Nazi death
camps and the American-induced
carnage of Hiroshima ond Nagasaki
were revealed in oll their grizzly
detail to the general public. Novick
asserts that although Auschwitz
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and Hiroshima were initially
understood by some to be “terrible
twin symbols of manmaode mass
death, ”5* few individuals were
capable of addressing both—
Ruschwitz came to represent the
past; Hiroshima, in turn, became
emblematic of the present and
future realities of potential nuclear
devastation. He further argues that,
because of revolutionary changes in
international alignments during the
early years of the Cold War era,
Jewish officialdom calculated that
public discussion of what would later
come to be called the Holocaust was
actively obstructive.5 fs a result of
these Cold War inhibitions, from the
late 1940s through the 1950s, the
Nozi carnage became “a private,
albeit widely shared, Jewish
sorrow.” 3¢

Rlthough visibly absent from the
discourse of contemporary Holocaust
studies, in the early 1960s the NO!
artists had, in fact, been
understood by their more than a
little disconcerted contemporaries
as a collective whose self-conscious
identity was formed significantly by
then-prevalent fears of pending
nuclear devastation, on the one
hand, and by the genocide of Nazi
Europe, on the other. In a circa 1973
statement entitled “Shit NO!, " Lurie
recalled that ot precisely the point
in time when members of the
collective believed “that the world
of the fifties had been done with,
buried, silence and coverups of that
period irrevocably terminated, the
[Rdolf] Eichmann trial powerfully
reviving suppressed material
preferred to be forgotten by most,
had also ruptured the death and
silence and fear and conformity of
the Cold War and postwar period of
repression.”57 Novick concurs with
Lurie’s aforecited recollection that
the early 1960s marked a loosening
of Cold War culture. The author
further argues that this period
concurrently marked the loosening
of previous constraints about
publicly addressing what was soon to



enter public consciousness in the
United States under the rubric,
“the Holocaust.”58 Novick is
insistent that one of the primary
catalysts for this shift was
Eichmann’s capture in Argentina
and his subsequent trial in
Jerusalem. He further explicates
that not only did the Eichmann
trial mark the point in time when
the word “Holocaust” first came to
represent the destruction of
European Jewry, the trial itself was
received as a warning against the
constant threat of totalitarianism
and as emblematic of “man’s
inhumanity to man.”3? Novick also
posits that response to the trial
was intensified by the ensuing
controversies surrounding the
appearance in print of Hannah
Arendt’s book, Eichmann in
Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality
of Evil.60

Eichmann’s capture and trial were
widely covered by the New York City
media, while these events were
news. Arendt (who herself had
escaped Germany in 1933) was The
New Yorker’s correspondent to the
Eichmann trial in 1961. Itis
important to note, however, that
Arendt’s controversial book did not
appear in print in the United States
until 1963. That same year, The New
Yorker committed the entirety of
its February 16, 23, March 2, 9, and
16 issues to her reportage of the
trial. These simultaneous
publication events “coincided”
with what contemporary historians
and essayists of the reception of
the Holocaust in American life have
identified as the point in time when
the term “Holocaust” entered
common circulation in the United
States.

Lurie was incarcerated as an
odolescent in the Riga prison camp
and subsequently transported to
the Lentao, Stutthof, and, finally,
to Buchenwald’s Magdeburg labor
camp. Although Goodman was first
to appropriate photodocumentary

references to the deathcamps into
his NO! assemblages, it was Lurie
who would lead the NO!art
collective’s excavation of some of
the very “coverups” that had
permeated the everyday realities of
post-war North America in the
latter half of the 1950s. That he
was delegated this position by
members of the group is
understandable in view of the fact
that it was he who had the most
direct, first-hand experience of
the deliberate repression of
“materiol preferred to be forgotten
by most” that had confronted many
a new immigrant who, having
survived the death camps and
carnage, found themselves silenced
by a new set of complex (and
sometimes conflicting) early Cold
War era agendas. In the immediate
wake of the arrest and subsequent
1961 trial of Eichmann in Jerusalem
(and some two years prior to the
publication of Arendt’s book), Lurie
and his immediate circle expanded
their already powerful repertoire of
confrontational and disturbing
collaborative works and actions to
encompass images and assemblages
that served as direct responses to
the long suppressed horrors of Nazi
genocide across Europe.

Gitlin opens THE SIXTIES: Years of
Hope, Days of Rage with reference
to the media’s portrayal of Cuba’s
revolutionary upheavals. Toward
this end, the author offers his
senior-year memories of the black
ond white footage of the
celebratory overthrow of Batista’s
dictatorship that briefly
interrupted Guy Lombardo’s News
Year’s Eve broadcast, on or around
midnight, at the turning of 1959.
He recounts that for him and his
Bronx High School of Science
contemporaries, the image of
young, bearded, victorious Cubans
in fatiques “read redemption—a
revolt of young people, underdogs,
who might just cleanse one scrap of
earth of the bloodletting and
misery we had heard about all our

lives.”61 This event loosely
coincided with the initial
consolidation of the March Gallery
into o focal point for artistic
activism, and a few months later,
Lurie and March cooperative
member Rocco Armento traveled by
car and ferry to Cuba.

According to Gitlin, in the late
fifties and early sixties, many in
the incipient New Left understood
the Bomb to be a “shadow hanging
over all human endeavor.”¢Z Gitlin
further recounts that, for Jewish
adolescents in particular the
Bomb was not the only grim
underside of post-war affluence.

The Nazis were not so long ago
defeated, ond Hitler was the
most compelling of all
bogeymen. “Camp” did not
mean only a place to go for
the summer. Protective
parents were reluctant to
remind us, but rumors and
images and random facts did
seep into our consciousness.
Photos of camp survivors, not
yet stereotyped, floated
through popular culture like
stray bones, and lodged, once
in a while in our collective
throat. 63

It was these very photographic
stereotypes of cadavers and
survivors that would enter the visual
arsenal of the NO!art collective in
the early 1960s; the most
unsettling of these images and
artifacts juxtaposed these medio
representations of almost
incomprehensible human suffering
against other mass media icons,
pin-ups, beauty and movie queens,
and pornography.

Recounting that he and other
Jewish members of his adolescent
community thought of themselves
as “survivors [who had not]
suffered in the flesh, ”¢4 Gitlin is
nonetheless clear that his
recollections predate popular usage
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of the term “the Holocaust.” He
explains that he and his friends
instead understood themselves to
be participants in the oftermath of
a catastrophic “mangled piece of
history, incomprehensibly real,
unique to the twentieth century:
our century.”¢5 Similar distinctions
are made by Phillip Lopate in his
highly controversial essay,
“Resistance to the Holocaust.”

When I was growing up, we
never spoke of a Holocaust;
we said “concentration
camps,” “the gas

chambers, ” “‘six million
Jews,” “what the Nozis did.”
It might seem an
improvement over these
awkward phrases to use a
single, streamlined term. And
yet to put any label on that
phenomenal range of
suffering serves to restrict,
to conventionalize, to tame.
As soon as the term
“Holocaust” entered common
circulation, it made me
uncomfortable... In my own
mind I continue to
distinguish, ever so slightly,
between the disaster visited
upon the Jews and “the
Holocaust.” Sometimes it
almost seems that “‘the
Holocaust” is a corporation
headed by Elie Wiesel, who
defends his patents with
articles in the “Arts and
Leisure” section of the Sunday
New York Times. 66

In his numerous, standing-room-
only public presentations, Wiesel
reqularly recounts a truth that he
shares with most survivors of the
Holocaust. He explains that, for
survivors, the ultimate horror rests
not with the awareness of the quilt
of the perpetrators, but instead,
with the silence of the spectators.
Itis Lurie’s unmitigated attack on
the spectator that has always
invested much of his work with its
inherent power, and it is in the

artist’s persistent juxtaposition of
the mass media’s icons of the
liberation of the death camps (and
of other atrocities) with imagery of
the sex industry that he most
successfully breaks down the
spectator’s resistance. By so doing,
he concurrently treads on the now-
in-place cultural taboo, “the axiom
of the uniqueness of the Holocoust
and its corollary, that comparing
anything to the Holocaust is
illegitimate, indeed indecent.”67

In a 1963 Artforum article on the
collective, NO'art member Michelle
Stuart writes that Lurie’s “large
collage-transfer-paintings swirl in a
frenzy of flesh... filled with the
lace-pantied, balloon-breasted
nudes, Venuses and Harpies at
once, which signal the distortion of
values in our society.” The artist
continues:

Since 1948 Lurie has
incorporated unaltered pinups
of our wench world from
Tinker Bell to cinema
aristocracy, as well as total
ad objects such as Heinz Bean
cans, prophesying later cans
and later queens. Signs and
photos of violence and
injustice pattern these pinup
echoes of Eve which at once
become obsessional

private fantasies and symbols
of the wholesale bacchanals
of death with which we are
familiar. 68

Lurie’s initial post-war attempts to
record his adolescent, first-person
experiences made use of formal
devices associated with the
production of a number of other
artists who had “suffered in the
flesh,” yet survived the
concentration camps. Soon
thereafter, the artist crossed a line
that placed his work outside our
normal expectations of the
iconography of “victimhood.” He
never stepped back over this self-
delineated boundary. Rs his large
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scale photomontage on canvas,
lumumba is Dead (fig. 2), indicates,
by the early 1960s, the artist was
already fluent in his far more
disconcerting juxtaposition of lace-
pantied Venuses and Harpies with
signs and symbols of violence and
injustice. Lurie concurrently began
to incorporate the mass medio’s
photographic “evidence” of the
liberation of the concentration
camps into his visual reifications of
wholesale death. Initially these
images were private constructions
that he wos somewhat reticent to
exhibit.¢? Tt was Goodman who
first provided him with access to
these already stereotyped
photodocuments. During the

war, the Toronto-born artist had
served in the film branch of the
Canadion army and, in the mid-
1950s, he presented Lurie with an
envelope filled with press
photographs. At the time, Lurie set
Goodman’s envelope aside because
he purportedly did “not want to get
involved with the subject matter.”70
For some time, these photographic
documents sat fallow, surrounded
by snippets of Lurie’s ever-present
“erotics” of the “underprivileged”
and by family photographs that he
had managed to smuggle out of the
camps. According to the artist, it
was only later that a chance
occurrence in his studio resulted in
his first juxtapositions of
photographic depictions of mass
market sex and genocide. These
loter came to be known as his
“Buchenwald-collages” (fig. 11).
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While it is clear that Flatcar
Assemblage, 1945, by Adolf Hitler
(fig. 12), Lurie’s 1961 “rectified
ready-made,” is far from benign,
its impact on the receiver is
dependent upon the viewer’s
fluency in internal artworld
discourse. It is only through an
insider’s awareness that the title
of the work makes overt reference
to the very Duchampian models
which served as primary paradigms
for most of the neo-Dadaists that
the full power of the appropriation
hits home. In this case, it is Lurie’s
juxtaposition of “art speak” and
genocide that empowers the work.
Conversely, through its
“alteration” via the insertion of
one of the artist’s “‘girly’ pictures,
America’s home-grown brand of
pornography, 7! the revised
Railroad Collage of 1963 (fig. 13),
which the artist keeps tacked to
the wall of his apartment, becomes
blatantly unacceptable even to the
less than artworld fluent receiver
and remains so some thirty-seven-
odd years after its initial
realization.

This distinction can further be
illustrated by comparing another of
Lurie’s photomontages on canvas to
an assemblage by Goodman, both of
which make overt reference to the
Eichmann triol. Despite the fact
that these works have been
assigned dates of completion by
the artists that presage the
simultaneous publication of
Arendt’s reportage of the trial (and
Lurie’s insistence that he did not
encounter these publications until
well after they appeared in print,
ond had instead followed the
media’s reportage of the trial while
the event was in progress), each
shares an uncanny relationship to
one of her observations.”? In The
Banality of Evil as well as in
Eichmann in Jerusalem-I (The New
Yorker, February 16, 1963), Arendt
recounts two very specific
incidents that occurred during the
trial, one of which served as
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subject for Lurie’s Lolita of 1962
(frontispiece), and the other for
Goodman’s Eichmann Remember of
1961 (cover). Arendt reports that ot
one point in the proceedings an
uncharacteristically exasperated
Judge Landau finally felt compelled to
ask the accused what he could

remember, since he seemed unable
to recall the discussions at the
Wannsee Conference, which had
purportedly dealt with the various
methods of killing. In another
instance, she contemplates o
behind-the-scenes, everydoy event
that, inits retelling, is even more
terrifying. When the young Israel
police officer who was charged with
watching over the accused’s
emotional well-being gave him a copy
of Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita for
recreational purposes, Eichmann

12,

Boris Lurie
Flatcar
Assemblage
1945

by Adolf Hitler
1961 Rectified
“ready-maode”
51 x66cm

13.

Boris Lurie
Railroad Collage
(Railroad to
America)

1963
Photomontage on
canvas

55.5x 68 cm



indignantly returned the novel
because he found it to be
“unwholesome.” As was also the
case for her reportage of Judge
Llandau’s question, Arendt’s account
of Eichmann’s puritan response to
Lolita was embedded in her own
contemplations about the deeply
troubling interrelationship of mass
murder, genocide, and cultural
clichés.

From our present perspective,
Goodman’s Eichmann Remember can
be read as representative of
powerful, yet “acceptable,”
response to the Holocaust; in fact,
were we to decontextualize the
work, it could fit comfortably within
what followers of artworld fashion
have come to call the “Maus
syndrome” (a reference to fArt
Spiegelman’s contemporary
Holocaust-related work, which, in
turn, is informed by his very direct,
personal relationship to Holocaust
survivors).”? What makes the
Goodman ground-breaking is the
context in which it was produced, a
point in time that coincides with the
Eichmann trials in Jerusalem yet
predotes the period when the term
“Holocaust” infiltrated mainstream
discourse. At the time of its
construction, the work would have
been received as an in-your-face
subversion of a long-in-place
cultural taboo. There is little
question that the intentionality that
informed the construction of the
triptych is authentic; so too is its
maker’s indignation. Goodman’s
assemblage juxtaposes snippets of
defoced portraits of the accused
with photodocumentary imagery of
the ovens, mounds of cadavers and
the post-liberation “sanitization”
of the death camps with toy
skeletons and his “signature” burnt
baby-dolls. In her contemporaneous
Artforum essay, Stuart described
Goodman’s desecrated toys as
“frightening reminiscences of the
charred bodies of Hiroshima and
Auschwitz.”74

Goodman’s triptych can be
understood as either reminiscent of
official Jewry’s strategic
commitment during the first
postwar decade to universalize the
Nozi carnage and thus frame it as
being coterminous with all forms of
prejudice, or as a precursor to the
Vietnam era’s reinvention of the
Holocaust as a bleak emblem for an
age of diminished expectations.
However, as happenstance would
have it, within the current realities
of the Americanization (or
institutionalization) of the
Holocaust, Goodman’s Fichmann
Remember can easily be recast as
an occasion for its viewers to
identify with its depicted victims
ond thus acquire “the warm glow of
virtue that such vicarious
identification brings.”75

I would arque that unlike Eichmann
Remember, Lurie’s Lolita maintains
its status os an “unacceptable”
visual critique of genocide and
carnage, and thatitis the
photomontage’s relentless
unacceptability thot attests to its
first-person authenticity. Because
Lolita leaves the spectator with
little room for aesthetic distance
or vicarious release, it is as
confrontational today as when first
it was composed.”¢ Ironically, on
formal grounds, the image is far
more direct in presentation than is
Goodman’s “conglomeration of
trash, paint, collage and objects.”
Instead, Lolita is “cool, detached,
and assured” and thus conforms,
almost to the letter, with many of
the artworld’s codified
prerequisites for Pop. Conversely,
by juxtaposing two iconic cultural
clichés, Lurie’s Lolita concurrently
mirrors Arendt’s own deeply
troubling contemplations of the
banality of evil.

In The Holocaust in American Life,
Novick notes that, above and
beyond early Cold War political
pressures, in the late 1940s and
1950s, official American Jewry had

strategically chosen to downplay
the Nazi atrocities in order to
counter the “Jew-equals-victim”
equation and its parallel—the
perception that Jewish life was
cheap. This agenda is mirrored in
Rosenberg’s late 1940s critique of
Jean-Paul Sartre’s Anti-Semite and
Jew. Rosenberg argued that, in
their preference for resistance over
passivity, Jews remember many
things besides martyrdom. He
critiqued Sartre’s refusal to offer
the Jew “a choice in action,”’7 and
occused him of equating the “Jew”
with the “prisoner,” or even more
precisely, with the concentration
camp inmate.

The concentration-camp
vision of beginning one’s life
anew within a situation
imposed by others is primary in
Sartre’s metaphysics. It has a
traumatic fixity inhim; it also
inspires him. I suspect it came
upon him with the force of a
religious conversion during the
Occupation. It is the Sartrian
situation, decorated with a
“no-exit” sign, and inhabited
not by “concrete syntheses”
but by the watched and the
watchers, the prisoners and
the guards.

Sartre’s Jew is a
personification of the man in
the camp, and itis as a
concentration-camp drama
that his study of the Jew
hangs together.78

Itis important to stress that, in
much the same way that Lurie
refused to conform to what
Rosenberg asserted was Sartre’s
Jewish victim/concentration camp
prisoner metaphysics, his work has
little in common with our own
period’s revised expectations of
victimhood. In the introduction to
his informed critical history of the
institutionalization of Holocaust
memory in the United States,
Novick convincingly arques that
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there has since been a fundamental
shift in attitude toward victimhood
from “status all but universally
shunned and despised to one often
eagerly embraced.” He insists that,
os sensitivity has replaced
stoicism, the “cultural icon of the
strong, silent hero [has been]
replaced by the vulnerable and
verbose antihero... the voicing of
pain and outrage is alleged to be
‘empowering’ as well as
therapeutic.”7?

In her early 1970s “Tape Recorded
Interview with Boris Lurie” Kathy
Rosenbloom posits that NO!art had
served as an “avant-garde of the
counterculture.”80 In so doing she
implies that NO! represented a
hybridization of the historical
avant-garde’s utopian mission and
the counterculture idealism we
have come to associate with the
cultural and sociopolitical
rebellions of the mid to late sixties.
Nothing could be further from the
truth. To the contrary, during their
historical “collective period,” Lurie
and his colleagues were outspoken
respondents to a confluent set of
dystopian realities. They also found
themselves trapped in a kind of
time warp. In the late 1950s and
early 1960s, NO! was an
authentically subversive subculture
of dissent. As such, its members
offered an open indictment of
popular North American culture,
broadly described; they attacked
sexual taboos, imminent nuclear
annihilation, affluent consensus,
and artworld pretensions with
equal, uncompromising directness,
at a time when such actions were
an anathema to the artworld. As a
result, they were written out of
mainstream discourse and
subsequently relegated to the
margins of the English-language art
historical literature. Even more
troubling to their original historical
present was their persistent
reference to both Hiroshima and
Auschwitz, those terrible twin
symbols of manmade mass death.

Because they chose to incorporate
visual evidence of long suppressed
memories of the latter in their
visual arsenal at o point in time
that immediately presaged the
loosening of restrictions
surrounding this subject matter,
Lurie, Goodman, and Fisher did
indeed realize that they were
burning their bridges.

Some four decades ofter the close
of the March Gallery group’s
collective period, NO!lart’s first
North American retrospective
exhibition is being mounted within
the context of our new
millennium’s universalization of the
Holocaust into a moral reference
point for culture at large. It seems
particularly fitting, however, that
NO!art’s historical resurrection
should further coincide with the
intensification of a new, heated
debate concerning our period’s
concurrent apoliticization of
Holocaust memory. At his volume’s
close, Novick warns his readers of
some of the dangerous
ramifications of our period’s now in
progress transformation of
“victimhood” into a catalyst for
communal therapy:

The politicizing of the memory
of the Holocaust is often
deplored. But collective
memory, when it is
consequential, when it is
worthy of the name, is
characteristically an arena of
political contestation in which
competing narratives about
central symbols in the
collective past are disputed
and negotiated in the interest
of redefining the collective
present. In the United States,
memory of the Holocaust is so
banal, so inconsequential, not
memory at all, precisely
because it is so
uncontroversial, so unrelated
to real divisions in American
society, so apolitical.8!
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During its historical collective
period, NO!art epitomized the point
of confluence among artistic
action, social protest and political
indignation. Rlthough everything
realized under the cooperative’s
official banner was, by definition, ¢
contestation, Lurie’s
photomontages and constructions
that refer to his adolescent
experience in the concentration
camps are the most
confrontational; they are bereft of
even a semblance of aesthetic
distance and thus serve as visual
equivalents of the survivor’s
abhorrence of the silence of the
spectator. Because they have little
in common with the traditional
iconography of victimization we
have come to associate with visual
representations of Holocaust
memory, they are as unnerving toda
as they were forty years ago.
Presenting these radical images and
artifacts, a number of which must
be counted among the twentieth
century’s most powerful and
troubling visual indictments of
man’s injustice to man, to a
contemporary North American public
is one major challenge of this
exhibition. Conversely, it is in their
persistent refusal to be tamed,
their unmitigated
“inappropriateness,” and their
resultant inability to serve as
conventionalized symbols of that
phenomenal range of suffering we
have labeled “the Holocaust,” that
their inherent power lies. Discussion
of these works is thus further
offered as evidence of the
suppression of one long-lost,
consequential competing narrative
(authored from within a very real
arena of sociopolitical
contestation); that is to say,as
food for thought, not only for the
exhibition’s art public, but also for
contemporary cultural historians
who have begun to critique the
institutionalization of Holocaust
memory in the United States.
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