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This dissertation examines the cultural contexts of Jean Tinguely’s

sculpture from 1955 to 1970, emphasizing the concepts of “useless machines” and

mechanical performance. Chapter 1 demonstrates the roots of Tinguely’s work in

an early modernist fascination with both machines as performers and with the

relationship between movement, time, and space. Chapter 2 discusses his meta-

matic drawing machines within a specific mid-century artistic context and literary

revival of interest in the absurdist painting machines of Alfred Jarry and Raymond

Roussel. Chapter 3 examines Tinguely’s self-destructing sculpture Homage to

New York, explicating the differing receptions of his work in Europe and the

United States and establishing the impact of various misappropriations of the term

Dada. Chapter 4 discusses these self-destructing mechanical performances in

relation to Tinguely’s interest in anarchism as well as the highly politicized
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context of the 1960s. Chapter 5 examines how his fascination with the aesthetics

of nineteenth-century industrial equipment and their modes of display served as a

foil to the growing artistic interest in cybernetic systems, highlighting Tinguely’s

deliberate use of older industrial models as a statement on contemporary society’s

problematic relationship with new technologies.

This text recovers the mid-century context for Tinguely’s kinetic art, with

implications for the movement as a whole. Analyzing the complex web of

agendas of critics and curators, this dissertation demonstrates essential differences

between American and European interests. This is the first investigation of K. G.

Pontus Hultén’s important role in historicizing Tinguely’s work and shaping the

history of European kineticism. An examination of Marcel Duchamp’s

relationship with Tinguely reveals the older artist’s unwitting position in both the

promotion and criticism of kinetic art during this period. This study also

underscores the political content of Tinguely’s work, showing that he was actively

engaged in anarchist ideas and rhetoric, thus establishing a relevance and

seriousness to his work that has previously been under-recognized.
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INTRODUCTION

Standing astonished and enchanted amid a world of machines, these artists
are determined not to allow themselves to be duped by them. Their art
expresses an optimistic view toward man, the creator of machines, rather
than toward technology as such. They lead us to believe that in the future
we may be able to achieve other, more worthy relations with machines.1

Writing in the late 1960s about the artists Jean Tinguely and Bruno

Munari, K. G. Pontus Hultén identified mankind's relationship with machines as

one of the salient artistic concerns of the twentieth-century, a characteristic

epitomized by the work of post-war kineticists. The period from 1955 to 1970

witnessed a proliferation of the use of new technologies for artistic purposes that

expanded and defined kinetic art. Within that genre, an international interest in

mechanical sculpture developed in the 1950s and 1960s that was particularly

strong in Europe and is perhaps best known today through the work of Jean

Tinguely.

Tinguely’s mechanical sculptures represent a trajectory within kinetic art

that employs machine processes and industrial aesthetics in conjunction with an

inherent theatricality. In his seminal text on kineticism, Frank Popper defines

                                                
1 K. G. Pontus Hultén, The Machine as Seen at the End of the Mechanical Age exh. cat. (New
York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1968), 13.
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machine art as encompassing works of art that move mechanically, in a

determined manner, either by direct human propulsion or through the

intermediary of a man-made machine and that incorporate or draw upon an

industrial aesthetic.2 Popper developed an elaborate classification system that

codified every nuance of movement produced in kinetic art. By refraining from

defining all kinetic art in the same manner, his typology makes it possible to

explore different characteristics inherent to specific modes of movement.

A machine is an apparatus designed to transmit or modify the application

of power, force, or motion in order to perform a task. Tinguely manipulated and

exaggerated the specific characteristics of machines to produce ironic mechanical

creations that commented on the state of rapid technological developments at

mid-century and the limitations he felt those conditions placed on the art world

and society as a whole at that moment. Utilizing mechanical systems but

producing no practical function, Tinguely's sculptures were at their core useless

machines. Artist Bruno Munari had coined the term "useless machine" in the

1930s to describe his earliest kinetic creations: simple, levered mobiles and

designs with small motors that activated various sculptural elements.3 Calling for

artists to embrace industrial technology in order to transform it for social good,

Munari stated, "They must learn to understand machines and distract them by

making them function irregularly, thereby creating works of art with those same

                                                
2 Frank Popper, Origins and Development of Kinetic Art (Greenwich, CT: New York Graphic
Society, Ltd., 1968), 121.

3 Alessandro Mendini, Bruno Munari  (Parma: Università di Parma, 1979), 46.
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machines and with the means they offer."4 Tinguely is the inheritor of Munari's

ideas regarding the role of the artist in relation to machines, epitomizing the

concept of useless machines in his work through a sensationalized use of

materials and mechanisms.

Tinguely’s sculptures can also be defined as “mechanical performers,” or

constructions that utilize the motion and systems of machines in deliberate and

highly theatrical forms.5 The concept of mechanical performers is helpful in the

consideration of the function of machinery in exaggerated, non-typical settings. It

also provides valuable insight into the reception of Tinguely's work and kinetic art

from this period in general, particularly in the United States. As this dissertation

will reveal, the theatricality of Tinguely's machines had a great impact on the

critical and historical response to his work.

The role of the machine as a performer relates to several key, but generally

overlooked, issues in Tinguely's work.6 Associated with the performative aspects
                                                
4 Bruno Munari, "Manifesto of Machinism," (1952) reprinted in K. G. Pontus Hultén, Jean
Tinguely: A Magic Stronger than Death exh. cat. (New York: Abbeville Press, 1987), 29.

5 I have created the term "mechanical performers" as a useful tool for considering the performative
role of mechanical sculpture.

6 A dependence on biography has dominated much of the scholarship on Tinguely, adding to the
generally superficial reading and perception of his work. Tinguely’s great supporter, the curator
and museum director K. G. Pontus Hultén, provides the most substantive basic history on the
artist. His 1972 monograph Méta contains a fully illustrated account of Tinguely’s career up to
1971, and his 1988 exhibition catalogue Jean Tinguely: A Magic Stronger than Death completes
the narrative. Recent European scholarship on Tinguely follows this biographical trend.
Concerned primarily with work from the 1970s onward––which lie outside the scope of this
study––John-Pierre Keller’s Tinguely et le mystère de la roue manquante (Paris: Éditions Zoé,
1992) and Reinhardt Stumm and Kurt Wyss’ Jean Tinguely (Basel: Friederich Reinhardt Verlag,
1985) both fall within this category.

Two dissertations written in the 1990s provide more art historical scholarship on Tinguely’s work.
Heidi Violand-Hobi’s “Jean Tinguely’s Kinetic Art or a Myth of the Machine Age” (Ph.D. diss.,
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of Tinguely's mechanical creations is an artistic fascination with the human-

machine analogy in art. As Anson Rabinbach notes, there is a long history of

attributing biological metaphors to machines and mechanical characteristics to

bodily functions. The human body and the industrial machine have been

characterized as motors that convert energy into mechanical work, an analogy that

supported many utopian social and political ideologies of the early twentieth-

century and an association that Tinguely mimics in his work from the mid-1960s

on.7

The anthropomorphic nature of Tinguely’s work has a historical basis in

early theatrical interests in machines.8 Within Futurist and Constructivist theater

                                                                                                                                    
New York University, 1990) presents a biographical monograph on the artist, with occasional
iconographical analysis of some of his important individual works, as well as his series and
collaborations. Violand-Hobi’s dissertation was later published as a general text on Tinguely in
1995 in collaboration with the opening of the Museum Jean Tinguely in Basel, Switzerland. Most
useful for its factual information, her text emphasizes Tinguely’s work in relation to his love of the
absurd. More pertinent for this study is Andrew Doerr’s dissertation “Jean Tinguely: Technology
and Identity in Postwar Art, 1953-1970” (Ph.D. diss., University of California at Santa Barbara,
1998). Presenting a chronological examination of how Tinguely’s machines address issues of
national identity, Doerr’s study provides valuable contextual information on relevant political and
economic developments in post-war France.

Generally, Hultén is the only scholar to describe Tinguely’s involvement in theater and early
Happenings, and then again, it is without serious analysis. Only Kristine Stiles has mentioned
Tinguely’s work in connection with performance art. In her essay included in the 1998 Out of
Actions catalogue, she briefly indicates the need for further investigation. See Kristine Stiles,
“Uncorrupted Joy: International Art Actions,” in Out of Actions: Between Performance and the
Object, 1949-1979, Paul Schimmel exh. cat. (Los Angeles: The Museum of Contemporary Art,
1998), 273.

7 Anson Rabinbach, The Human Motor: Energy, Fatigue, and the Origins of Modernity (New
York: Basic Books, 1990), 2.

8 For a history of the human-machine analogy in relation to early modernism and Duchamp see
Linda D. Henderson, Duchamp in Context: Science and Technology in the Large Glass and
Related Works (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998): 31-39.
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machines took on a recognizable performative role, often incorporating both

human and mechanical attributes and providing an important source for Tinguely.

His work from the mid to late-1960s references the human-machine elements of

Marcel Duchamp’s Bachelor Apparatus of The Bride Stripped Bare by Her

Bachelors, Even (The Large Glass) of 1915-23 (Philadelphia Museum of Art,

Louise and Walter Arensberg Collection) as well. Yet, Jack Burnham’s theories

on the evolution of contemporary sculpture towards systems-based construction

and the growing interest in cybernetic ideas among artists at the end of the 1960s

reflected a changing context for art and technology after World War II.9

Tinguely's incorporation of older industrial aesthetics and his adaptation of typical

modes of industrial display that reduce machines to a useless or performative

state, was at odds with contemporary technologies and the utopianism

surrounding the use of cybernetics in art. An examination of the motivations for

Tinguely's choices reveals a political agenda that is often unrecognized.

Strong Futurist and Dada roots underlie Tinguely's interest in machines,

performance, and anarchy, concerns he shared with other artists of his generation.

Anarchist thought, in particular, served as a motivation for Tinguely's utilization

of technology in his performance actions. Yet, it was anarchism in the positive

sense of revolution that interested Tinguely and his supporters, such as Hultén,

rather than a nihilist connotation of the term that is often found in American

criticism.

                                                
9 See Jack Burnham, Beyond Modern Sculpture: The Effects of Science and Technology on the
Sculpture of This Century  (1968; Reprint, New York: George Braziller, 1973).
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The reception of Tinguely's work in the United States and Europe reveals

differing attitudes towards and definitions of Dada and anarchism, which colored

the understanding of Tinguely's machines, especially his self-destructing

mechanical performances. Duchamp was often linked to these various

interpretations of anarchy, and Tinguely's relationship to Duchamp is a recurring

theme in the analyses of his artistic output. This text explores the impact of

Duchamp on Tinguely’s work, the nature of their relationship, and how

comparisons between the two artists, whether legitimate or not, were manipulated

by both supporters and detractors of Tinguely’s work. This association reveals the

complex web of the various positions of critics and curators through which kinetic

art was legitimized and historicized.

Kinetic art has been discussed primarily as a short-lived European

phenomenon and generally dismissed by critics and historians in the United

States. Yet, it was a movement that represented some of the most creative artists

of that particular moment in time and one that deserves to be examined in relation

to historical and cultural issues of that period. Examining Tinguely's work in

relation to the terms "useless machine" and "mechanical performers" illuminates

contexts for his work that have generally been understudied, revealing the

relevance of Tinguely's artistic choices to the period in which he was working.

What emerges is a more complicated picture of Tinguely’s work and kineticism as

a whole, one shaped by various curatorial and critical responses.

Chapter 1 of this dissertation grounds Tinguely’s ideas of mechanical

performance and useless machines in early modernism. Futurist, Dada, and
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Bauhaus experimentations with machine imagery and movement, particularly in

relation to theater, provide an important and illuminating background for

Tinguely’s early explorations of sculptural movement.10 Munari’s theories on

useless machines serve as the basis of a discussion of Tinguely’s work in relation

to other artists, such as Alexander Calder, George Ricky, and Pol Bury, who also

created works that could be seen as embodying the idea of impractical machines.

The term "useless machine" reveals much about the contemporary

concepts surrounding Tinguely’s early works, particularly when applied to his

meta-mechanical sculptures. Motorized reliefs featuring slowly turning, painted

geometric shapes on a monochromatic background, these works are operated by a

small motor that drives wheels by means of rubber bands. All of the mechanisms

are carefully hidden within the body of the sculpture. Slippages in the mechanical

system are common, causing the patterns produced by the rotating forms to be

haphazard and governed by chance.

Tinguely met Hultén during the period in which he was first constructing

the meta-mechanicals. For Hultén, these works embodied the visual experience

and theoretical concepts in which he was interested, namely, movement as a

                                                
10 Born in 1925 in Fribourg, Switzerland, Tinguely was raised in the German-speaking city of
Basel. It was in Basel that the seeds of art making, art history, and anarchism were planted for
Tinguely’s artistic experimentations. Under the tutelage of Julia Ris at the Basel Allgemeine
Kunstgewerbeschule, Tinguely was introduced to the work of Kasimir Malevich, Paul Klee,
Marcel Duchamp, and Kurt Schwitters. Each would have an important impact on his artistic
theory and practice. Through Ris’s instruction, the Bauhaus, Dadaists, Futurists, and Suprematists
would become important role-models for Tinguely’s work. Ris was also responsible for drawing
Tinguely’s attention to movement as an artistic medium, which led to a period of experimentation
from 1945 to 1950 in which Tinguely painted, built constructions, and studied the effects of
dematerialization brought about by rotating objects at high speeds––a development that he would
continue to pursue under the encouragement of Hultén and Yves Klein in the latter part of the
decade.
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revolutionary way to engage the viewer, as well as to address the hierarchies of

artistic commercialization. This chapter provides an analysis of the 1955

exhibition Le Mouvement at Galerie Denise René, a groundbreaking show of

young kinetic artists working in Paris that documented the renewed European

interest in movement in art. Organized by Hultén, the exhibition represented the

views of a new generation of critics and artists in Paris who both defined a

contemporary need for kinetic art and attempted to determine the legitimate

aesthetic and conceptual forms kineticism should take. Hultén’s role in shaping

these discussions, and his on-going relationship with Tinguely, are critical to

understanding the context for European kineticism at this moment. Ideas of time,

movement, and space in relation to art, drawn heavily from early modernist

theories, represent the conceptual context for Tinguely’s meta-mechanical reliefs.

These concepts also informed Tinguely’s brief collaborative relationship with

Yves Klein, which began in 1958.11 The impact of Klein’s ideas of immateriality

in shaping Tinguely’s work is discussed in terms of this Parisian context of

kinetic art as defined by Hultén.

Chapter 2 examines the period of 1959 to 1960, focusing on Tinguely’s

production of meta-matic drawing machines, which have traditionally been

described as an ironic, Dada-style negation of the dominance of lyrical abstraction

in post-war France. Tinguely had experimented with prototypes of drawing

machines as early as 1955, but perfected his mechanical drawing system in 1959.

The meta-matics produce abstract drawings by means of a motor-driven arm that

                                                
11 Tinguely met Klein in the same year (1955) that he met Hultén.



9

holds drawing implements of the user’s choosing against a piece of paper. The

spasmodic action of the arm creates a composition of jerky lines and dots. These

machines and their artistic output brought Tinguely a new level of fame and

notoriety and helped launch his career outside of Europe.12 Not inconsequentially,

it was also during this period that Tinguely began his friendship with Duchamp.

The interactive and performative aspects of this new series of sculptures

were complemented by Tinguely’s foray into Happening-styled events.

Tinguely’s work took on a greater theatricality in the form of staged performances

and actions.  In 1959 he distributed 150,000 copies of his manifesto Für Statik

from an airplane over Dusseldorf, and he held his meta-matic cycling

performance/lecture at the Institute of Contemporary Art in London that same

year. These events, prompted in part by his association with Klein and encouraged

further by his friendships with Robert Rauschenberg and Jasper Johns that began

one year later, led directly to his self-destructing machines.

This chapter also explores an expanded context for painting machines in

Europe outside of the somewhat limited reading of the machines in relation to

current abstract tendencies in French painting. While the exuberant performance

actions of Georges Mathieu provide an immediate source for Tinguely’s

mechanical critique, an examination of the experimentation with mechanical

painting in Japan and Italy reveals the global and political associations of

automated painting. The works of Giuseppe Pinot-Gallizio, an associate of the

                                                
12 See Chapter 2 for a complete discussion of the meta-matics and their critical reception.
Tinguely’s first exhibition in the United States was in 1960 at the Staempfli Gallery in which he
presented five meta-matic sculptures.
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Situationist International, and Akira Kanayama, a member of the avant-garde

Japanese group Gutai, provide examples of the international interest in developing

the performative role of machines in the creation of art.

The growing artistic interest in mechanical devices to produce art has

important and influential literary sources. Raymond Roussel’s novel Impressions

d’Afrique (1910) includes a series of ingenious art-producing machines. A new

generation of writers and artists in Paris rediscovered the writings of Roussel and

of Alfred Jarry in the mid-1950s. This chapter examines the European context for

Tinguely’s meta-matics through the revival of interest in the writings of Roussel

and Jarry that was spurred in part by the Parisian literary group OuLiPo, with

which Tinguely was acquainted. Roussel and Jarry provided a literary model for

mechanical performance, one in which the mechanized routine of art-making had

absurdist performative connotations.

In the first few years of the1960s Tinguely produced a series of large-scale

self-destructing mechanical events. Beginning with Homage to New York (1960)

in the garden of the Museum of Modern Art, Tinguely created three performances

of machines built from scrap metal and trash, which nosily and smokily destroyed

themselves through their own mechanical actions and mechanisms designed to

facilitate the destruction in spectacular and unexpected ways.13 Staged events that

relied heavily upon chance and were designed for large audiences, these

                                                
13 After Homage to New York, Tinguely created Study for an End of the World, No.1 at the
Louisiana Museum venue of the exhibition Movement in Art in 1961 and constructed Study for an
End of the World, No. 2 in 1962 in the Nevada desert.
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performances of “suicide machines” cemented Tinguely’s reputation.14

Theatricality was taken to new heights in Tinguely’s work at this time as he

exploited the performative nature of the machine.

Chapter 3 examines the impact of these self-destructing works on

Tinguely’s critical reception in the United States and explores the growing

association of the terms Dada and Neo-Dada with Duchamp in the criticism of

Tinguely’s work in the early 1960s.15 Looking at the differences between how

Tinguely’s sculpture was received in Europe and the United States, this chapter

seeks to explicate the different definitions, associations, and histories of Dada

used by critics, curators, and artists to discuss Tinguely’s art. Tinguely’s embrace

of the term, despite its potentially negative impact, adds a layer of ambiguity that

has continued to color the reception of his work.

This period proved to be a particularly rich moment of artistic

collaboration as well as involvement in exhibitions for Tinguely. In 1960 he

joined the Nouveaux Réalistes group founded by Pierre Restany and Klein––a

short-lived and complicated group of artists that called for creating work relevant

to contemporary reality through the use of materials from the urban landscape.

Embracing the model of Duchamp’s Readymade and the term Dada, Restany

                                                
14 See Chapters 3 and 4 for a discussion of the reception of these works in Europe and the United
States.

15 While not addressing Tinguely’s work explicitly, both Catherine Craft and Susan Hapgood
present investigations into the term Neo-Dada that provide an important artistic historical context
for the reception of Tinguely’s work.  See Susan Hapgood, Neo-Dada: Redefining Art 1958-62
exh. cat. (New York: The American Federation of Art and Universe Publishing, 1994); and
Catherine Craft, “Constellations of Past and Present: (Neo-) Dada, the Avant-Garde, and the New
York Art World, 1951-1965” (Ph.D. diss., University of Texas at Austin, 1996).
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proclaimed a revolutionary and ultimately positive connotation of these ideas in

relation to the Nouveaux Réalistes, illuminating a European avant-garde context

for Tinguely’s work that is wholly different from that in the United States.

Tinguely also participated in the pivotal and controversial Movement in

Art exhibition organized by Hultén at the Moderna Museet in Stockholm in 1961.

The exhibition further cemented Hultén's historical lineage of kineticism through

earlier European models of motion in art. In particular, Duchamp's Readymades

were given a prominent role in both the development and understanding of

European kineticism in the early 1960s. What emerges from this analysis is a

picture of opposites: European critics used Dada, and in particular the legacy of

Duchamp, to support and justify the seriousness and integrity of kineticism. More

conservative American critics, on the other hand, used Dada to expound on the

childishness of the absurdity and irony in the work, denying any substantive

content by claiming the work to be merely nihilistic.

Chapter 4 examines the tendency for any political content in Tinguely’s

work to either be ignored, unrecognized, or treated as Dada exuberance. Yet,

Tinguely had a strong aversion to American capitalism and an affinity for

anarchism, which informed his useless machines and, particularly, his self-

destructing mechanical performances.16 For Tinguely, movement embodied

                                                
16 Basel served as a crucial introduction to radical thought during Tinguely’s formative years.
During the period of World War II and directly following, the city was a meeting place for
political refugees. Tinguely was introduced to a circle of anarchists and ex-Communists at the
second-hand bookshop and publishing house run by Dr. Heinrich Koechlin, for whom Tinguely
designed book jackets. This early immersion in political discussions and the philosophical theories
of anarchism informed Tinguely’s art practice throughout his career.
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change and transformation, in opposition to any form of permanence or control,

and provided an ultimate freedom.17 The chapter analyzes Tinguely's

philosophical stance in relation to his two final self-destructing events, as well as

his overtly political pieces of the late 1960s.

Tinguely’s interest in artistic collaboration was influenced by Max Stirner,

the nineteenth-century German philosopher and anarchist who emphasized the

liberation of the self and the ideal of mutuality, the interdependence of individuals

as the basis for social order. Stirner was inspirational to an earlier generation of

modern artists including Duchamp. Tinguely names Stirner as a source, and this

chapter examines his ideas to further understand his impact on machine art of the

mid-century as well as the relationship between anarchism and auto-destructive

machines.18

Other artists promoted the idea of auto-destructive art as well during this

period, in particular Gustav Metzger. Metzger’s call for political action on the part

of artists and his personal interests in cybernetic technologies for artistic use

serves as another aspect of the context for Tinguely’s productions. Both Tinguely

and Metzger advocated machine art as one of the most appropriate art forms of

that time, with self-destructive performances meant both to serve as a

                                                
17 See Tinguely’s Für Statik, (1959), reprinted in Zero, eds. Otto Piene and Heinz Mack,
(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1973).

18 Tinguely’s relationship to anarchist ideas has been hinted at, but not sufficiently analyzed by
Hultén and Violand-Hobi. Both scholars, as well as Tinguely himself, mention Max Stirner’s
writings as a source for the artist. Mark Antliff’s Inventing Bergson: Cultural Politics and the
Parisian Avant-Garde (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993) reveals the interest in Stirner
by certain early modernists working in Paris, but Stirner is generally an understudied figure.
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visualization of the potential disaster related to a culture in crisis and to critique

the capitalist culture that created this predicament.

Chapter 5 examines the changing nature of mechanical performance in

Tinguely’s sculpture and performances by the mid-1960s and its relationship to

the growing historicization of his work through a number of important

exhibitions, including Two Kinetic Sculptors and The Machine at the End of the

Mechanical Age.19 Sam Hunter’s juxtaposition of Tinguely and Schöffer and

Hultén’s presentation of the first history of machines in art offer two separate but

equally revealing contexts for Tinguely’s machines. At a moment when

technology was moving away from mechanical apparatus towards computer and

digital advances––a trend that was echoed in the work of artists who integrated

new technologies into their work––Tinguely was looking back to early industrial

models. Tinguely built increasingly satirical machines that mocked ideas of

capitalist production. In fifteen years Tinguely’s work evolved from interesting

mechanical experiments in the formal properties of shape, time, space, and

movement to increasingly theatrical machines with substantial political content.

The year 1963 marked an important turn in Tinguely’s artistic sensibilities

and a new phase of his work in which he built machines constructed of scrap

materials painted matte black that produced repetitive, endless movements. This

development led to his important commission for the 1964 Lausanne Expo and his

most substantial and significant permanent sculpture to date, Eureka. The visual

                                                
19 Two Kinetic Sculptors: Nicolas Schöffer and Jean Tinguely was organized by Sam Hunter for
The Jewish Museum, New York, 1965. Hultén organized The Machine at the End of the
Mechanical Age in 1968 for the Museum of Modern Art, New York.
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display of mechanical processes serves as the context for the exploration of the

theatrical nature of mechanical sculpture and its industrial associations. Industrial

equipment had been displayed for the entertainment and amazement of general

audiences in the World’s Industrial Expositions of the nineteenth and twentieth-

centuries. Eureka was created specifically for an international exposition. In this

chapter the history of performative industrial devices is used to explicate the idea

of mechanical artworks of the mid-twentieth-century as useless machines.20

The realization of a human-machine analogy in Tinguely's black works is

a foil to the growing interest in the art world in cybernetic art. At the end of the

1960s, Burnham promoted the idea that the development of modern sculpture

closely paralleled the intellectual framework produced by scientific culture,

culminating in sculptural forms that rely increasingly on cybernetic systems.

Hultén also recognized this tendency, tracing the lineage of the human-machine

analogy in the visual arts in his exhibition The Machine and relating its

development to the scientific technologies available to artists. This chapter

demonstrates how Tinguely’s particular choices of materials and means of motion

are related to, but removed from, the dramatic technological changes of the

period. Political in content, Tinguely’s machines remain optimistic and relevant in

their revolutionary intent, but eschew any utopian promotion of art and

                                                
20 Robert Rydell gives an interesting analysis of the role of technology and the presentation of
science and industry at twentieth-century American expositions in his book World of Fairs: The
Century-of-Progress Expositions (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993), but the role of
artists in industrial fairs and the idea of industrial machines as technological performers has not
been addressed.
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technology. Instead, Tinguely preferred to produce a subtle critical commentary

on society’s use of the machine through his own mechanical manifestations.

Using Tinguely as its particular focus, this dissertation provides the first

consideration of mechanical sculpture of the late 1950s and 1960s in the larger

context of anarchism and performance. It also addresses the role of curators and

critics in shaping the history of kinetic art. As such, it should provide important

new insights into the history of mid-twentieth-century sculpture and the modernist

fascination with the machine, thus developing beyond standard histories that

focus on the early part of the century.
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CHAPTER 1

Roots and Context for Tinguely’s Early Useless Machines

In describing new trends in French art in 1957, Guy Habasque divided the

current state of Parisian art into three principle tendencies: Abstract Expressionist

experiments by painters such as Hans Hartung and Pierre Soulages; Constructivist

geometric abstraction; and Surrealist-derived forms of automatic expression.21 In

doing so, Habasque described the artistic climate of post-World War II Paris as

one dominated by abstract painting. It is within this milieu that an intense interest

in kinetic art developed, and within this context that young motion artists such as

Jean Tinguely were both judged and promoted.

Two very different directions in abstract painting emerged in Paris in the

post-war years. Lyrical abstraction was often characterized by an intensely

personal and subjective response to existential ideas and by a romantic search for

visual analogies to emotions. Surrealism, with its emphasis on the personal

psychology of the artist rather than on the phenomenological world, was the

primary avant-garde movement in Europe between the wars and was the pivotal

predecessor for this area of exploration.22 In contrast, the geometric abstractionists

                                                
21 Guy Habasque, “Notes on a New Trend: Multidimensional Animated Works,” Yale French
Studies nos. 19-20 (Spring 1957-Winter 1958): 35-6.

22 Peter Selz, “Gestural Abstraction,” in Theories and Documents of Contemporary Art, ed.
Kristine Stiles and Peter Selz (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996), 12.
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emphasized the physical connection of artistic objects, processes, and media with

the actual world, utilizing planar and constructed abstract forms indebted to De

Stijl theories and aesthetics. Directly after the war, Paris witnessed a series of

exhibitions showcasing Constructivist-derived painting, as well as the creation of

the Salon des Réalités Nouvelles dedicated to “abstract/concrete/

constructivist/non-figurative art.”23 By the mid-1950s these artistic currents began

to appear stale to a younger generation of artists and critics who sought to create

and support a new more technically-based means of expressing the values and

beliefs of contemporary society.24

During the mid-1950s, the sculptural and environmental works of

Tinguely, Nicolas Schöffer, Pol Bury, and Jésus-Raphael Soto, among several

other young, Paris-based kineticists, reflected an avid interest in geometric

abstraction with an emphasis on technology. Tinguely’s earliest meta-mechanical

devices, begun in 1954, were Constructivist-influenced reliefs consisting of either

geometric or biomorphic forms that rotated against flat boxes of solid color.25

                                                
23 Auguste Herbin, Albert Gleizes, Jean Gorin and others launched the Salon des Réalités
Nouvelles in 1946. The year before Galeire René Drouin held an exhibition on Art Concret, and in
1948 Galerie Denise René exhibited Constructivist-influenced abstractions by Josef Albers, Gorin,
Herbin, Max Bill, and others. Denise René would go on to represent many of the major figures of
the Parisian kinetic movement in the 1950s and early 1960s. See Kristine Stiles, “Geometric
Abstraction,” in Theories and Documents of Contemporary Art, ed. Kristine Stiles and Peter Selz
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996), 64.

24 Habasque, “Notes on a New Trend,” 36.

25 Tinguely was well versed in the history of early twentieth-century avant-garde movements. His
art teacher Julia Ris introduced Tinguely to Malevich, Russian Rayonism, Italian Futurism, the
Bauhaus, and perhaps most importantly for Tinguely’s later sculptures, the work of Kurt
Schwitters. The biomorphic forms of his meta-mechanicals were inspired by the work of Jean
Arp. See Tinguely’s writings on his art education in Rainer Michael Mason, Jean Tinguely:
Dessins et gravures pour les sculptures  (Genève: Museé d’Art et d’Historie, 1976).
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Some of his first constructions were subtly colored pieces of metal on black

surfaces. Tinguely, however, quickly embraced the simplicity and effectiveness of

the combination of black and white (fig. 1). Electrical cords running from the

backs of the works, as well as the noise of the motors, left no doubt as to how

these pieces were set into motion. However, the motors themselves, as well as the

elaborate systems of pulleys that activated the surface elements, were carefully

and deliberately hidden from view.

There is a certain purity to these works, in that the viewer’s attention is not

distracted from the visual dematerialization of the moving two-dimensional

forms. While the works gave the appearance of endlessly repeating a prescribed

set of actions, the timing of the pulleys allowed for slippages. Thus, the shapes

rarely return to the same composition, creating a motion that appears to have no

beginning and no end, and that evokes continual change. While formally these

pieces reflect Tinguely’s interest in the work of Malevich and Arp, as well as

Bauhaus experimentation, the characteristics of the movement he employs suggest

additional sources. The humor and irony of a machine that produces no useable

product and the performative nature of its movements recall Dada and Futurist

actions. The ideas of mechanical performance and useless machines that would

guide Tinguely’s work throughout his career were grounded in a complex

combination of early modernist roots and reflected a response to the

contemporary artistic climate in Paris.
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USELESS MACHINES AND MECHANICAL PERFORMERS

Contradiction is central to Tinguely’s work and is epitomized by the idea

of the useless machine. Machines by their very definition are designed to produce

or transmit energy in order to perform a pre-determined task. Tinguely’s

machines, in contrast, were designed to produce nothing, an ironic comment on

the nature of machines. The term “useless machine” was first employed in

connection with the artistic ideas of Bruno Munari, who coined the term in the

1930s to describe his own kinetic creations.26

A prolific artist and designer, Munari worked in a variety of media and

aesthetic forms, which by no means were limited to machines. Useless machines,

however, fascinated him throughout his career. In the mid-1930s Munari

constructed delicate kinetic sculptures, abstract wire mobiles which relied on

balance and equilibrium rather than motors. By the early 1950s Munari had begun

his series of Arrhythmic machines, works that incorporated the mechanisms of

wind-up clocks to move arms and various attached elements (fig. 2). Interested in

energies “that are released by regular and rhythmically functioning mechanisms,”

Munari sought to “make this energy act by encouraging arrhythmic movements

. . . so as to make the functioning of a machine less regular, especially if its

functioning is totally useless and unproductive.”27

                                                
26 Munari first used the term “useless machine” in 1933 as a title for his kinetic sculptures. Aldo
Tanchis, Bruno Munari: Design as Art (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1987), 24.

27 Bruno Munari, “Codice ovvio,” in Tanchis, Bruno Munari, 34.
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Munari’s kinetic sculptures represent nothing but themselves and the

space they create through their movement. They produce nothing, except aesthetic

pleasure. Munari’s useless machines function in a delicate equilibrium, in which

the elimination of one element may cause the break down of the entire system. An

early advocate of kinetic art, Munari believed that artists must embrace industrial

technology in order to transform it for the social good. In his 1952 Manifesto of

Machinism, he states, “Artists must take an interest in machines . . . they must

learn to understand machines and distract them by making them function

irregularly thereby creating works of art with those same machines and with the

means they offer.”28 Munari was very much interested in creating democratic

forms of art that could be accessible to all people through the utilization of

mechanical processes. 29

Working within the second wave of Futurism, Munari actively participated

in Futurist exhibitions in Milan from 1927 to 1936.30 Giacomo Balla and Enrico

Prampolini were among the Futurists who had the greatest influence on his work,

and Munari mentions as well Fortunato Depero, a Futurist artist fascinated with

the creation of mechanical ballets.31 In fact, all three artists shared an artistic

                                                
28 Bruno Munari, “Manifesto of Machinism,” 29.

29 Munari’s works were often designed to be mass-produced, and sometimes required the
intervention of the spectator to complete them. Over the course of his career, Munari made a series
of sculptures that could be manipulated by the viewer to form a variety of aesthetically pleasing
shapes. These works were meant to travel with an individual, allowing aesthetic pleasure to be
controlled by the individual as well as enjoyed at all times. For examples, see Tanchis, Bruno
Munari, 79.

30 Ibid., 12.

31 Ibid., 11.
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engagement with mechanical movement as it is applied specifically to

performance.32

 Munari was not the first artist to explore the performative nature of

machines, and in fact there was a strong Futurist tradition of mechanical puppets

as well as careful costuming and choreography that emphasized the visual

similarity of man and machine. The Futurists organized numerous performances

in which actors were instructed to move with mechanical motions and gestures.

Costumes were designed to mimic the appearance of robotic forms as well as to

constrict the movement of the wearer to produce machine-like movements.

Marionettes were also used to replace live actors with inanimate objects whose

awkward movements were designed to represent the reduced, essential forms of

the motions of the human body. The idea of substituting actors with puppets,

marionettes, or automata was a recurrent theme explored by a variety of artists

including Balla, Prampolini, Depero, as well as Oskar Schlemmer at the Bauhaus.

Works such as Balla’s Macchina tipografica (Printing Press) of 1941

demonstrate the Futurist fascination with the analogy between the human body

and the machine (fig. 3). Consisting of a cast of twelve actors, six performers with

arms extended and standing one behind the other simulated a piston, while the

remaining six created a “wheel” driven by the pistons.33 Imitating the movements

                                                                                                                                    

32 For further information of “Second Futurism” in Italy and the work of Munari, Prampolini, and
Depero see Emily Braun, ed., Italian Art in the 20th-Century: Painting and Sculpture 1900-1988
(Munich: Prestal-Verlag, 1989).
33 RoseLee Goldberg, Performance Art From Futurism to the Present (1988; Reprint, New York:
Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1996), 22.
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of a printing press, the actors accompanied their gestures with a range of

onomatopoeic sounds.34 Rehearsed to ensure mechanical accuracy, the

performance effectively created a semblance of machine-like movement, by

emphasizing the physical correspondence of body and machine through the

context of theater.

Munari’s interest in machines and mechanical principles differed from the

more dramatic and aggressive proposals of the Futurist protagonist Filippo

Tommaso Marinetti. Marinetti’s various Futurist manifestoes are polemical

statements glorifying the aggressive aspects of new technologies, i.e. violence of

war, speed of automobiles, and the power of humans as machines. Despite the fact

that Marinetti viewed technology as progressive in its ability to create a future

that would radically differ from the past, he supported an imperialist viewpoint

that was inherently at odds with Munari’s artistic intentions. Munari’s machines

go beyond the drama and expressionism typical of the Futurist interest in

mechanization of the 1920s.

In his 1938 Manifesto del Macchinismo Munari refused to glorify the

machine. Republished in 1952 as his Manifesto of Machinism, Munari claimed

that contemporary machines are monsters, warning of the possibilities of

becoming subjugated by machines by writing, “They already force us to consider

them and spend a lot of time looking after them. They have spoiled us, and now

we have to keep them clean, give them food and rest, and visit them continually to

                                                
34 Gianfranco Lucchino, “Futurist Stage Design,” in International Futurism in Arts and
Literature, ed. Günter Berghaus (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2000), 452.
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make sure they have everything they need. In a few years’ time we shall be their

little slaves.”35 It was the job of the artist to transform machines from beasts into

works of art, to understand machines in order to forge new relationships with

them. It follows that this new dynamic with technology demanded a reassessment

of artistic technique. Traditional forms of artistic practice were by necessity

outdated. Canvases and brushes needed to be replaced by “forms, colors,

movements and noises of the machine world––not seen from the outside and

coldly reproduced, but harmoniously composed.”36 Utopian in his goals and

romantic in his placement of the artist as savior of humanity, Munari represented

a new artistic position in relation to machines. Rather than simply embracing and

mimicking technology, the artist must attempt to understand and above all

transform mechanisms through creativity.

Munari was not adverse to all Futurist proclamations regarding machines,

taking as a point of departure their interest in the visual connections between

human and machine. Marinetti, for example, called for society to prepare for “the

imminent, inevitable identification of man with motor.”37 Munari, however, came

to the conclusion that it was right to endow the machine with emotions and

feelings, so that instead of becoming mechanized, we ourselves rediscover

through them the joy of contemplation.38 Comparing machines to insects, Munari

                                                
35 Munari, “Manifesto of Machinism,” 29.

36 Ibid.

37 Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, “Multiplied Man and the Reign of the Machine,” in Selected
Writings, ed. R.W. Flint (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1971): 91.

38 Tanchis,  Bruno Munari: Design as Art, 34.
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viewed them as demanding and manipulative, needing humans to “make sure they

have everything they need.”39  For Munari, society’s current relationship to

machines was what caused them, in effect, to become living creatures.

While Munari shared with his Futurist predecessors and contemporaries

the element of time as the performative component of his useless machines, irony

played an increasingly important role in his work.40 By introducing the notion of

irregularity into machines, systems designed to be predictable and consistent,

usefulness becomes reduced to uselessness through ironic intent. Munari's

Arrhythmic machines with their unpredictable, erratic, and absurdist movements

had a tremendous impact on Tinguely’s early constructions. Tinguely responded

not only to the ironic content of Munari’s useless machines, but to his

proclamations on how to utilize and interact with machines as well. If Tinguely’s

earliest kinetic sculptures focused on various forms of relatively simple

movement, works that engaged the relationship between society and technology

became increasingly important in his work as his career progressed. Munari’s

ideas on the role of the artist as a central figure in this association greatly

contributed to Tinguely’s artistic development.
                                                                                                                                    

39 Munari, “Manifesto of Machinism,” 29.

40 There was a continued interest in the machine among Italian artists that extended well into the
1960s. A number of Italian artists such as Gianni Colombo, and collective artists’ groups
including Group N, were experimenting in the mid-1960s with kinetic art forms that included the
use of motor-activated motion.  Another example is the slightly earlier generation of artists
involved in the Italian Situationists, such as Giuseppe Pinot-Gallizio, who were investigating the
techniques of painting in relation to industrial processes. Pinot-Gallizio’s interest in what he
termed “industrial painting” are discussed in greater depth and context in Chapter 2. This
continuum of interest in movement and technology by twentieth-century Italian artists is an
important topic that deserves a much more in-depth analysis.
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From 1954 to 1958, Tinguely created hand-soldered wire works operated

by small wind-up motors that incorporated bits of geometric shapes often painted

in primary colors. These works are remarkably similar to Munari’s Arrhythmic

machines both in style and in the nature of their movement (fig. 4).41 Deliberate

inconsistencies in the design of the operating wheels manipulate the delicate

balance of the works, causing quivering motions, rather than the smooth, seamless

movement usually associated with cogs.

Tinguely continued to produce his two-dimensional meta-mechanicals for

several years, exploring the format in terms of color, density of forms, motor

speed, and interaction of shapes.42 These objects received the bulk of critical

attention during Tinguely’s early career and were sometimes criticized for their

potential limitations and possible monotony. Despite his supporters’ claims that

the very nature of these works meant that they possessed unlimited potential,

Tinguely’s repertoire was by no means limited to these objects.43 In addition to

                                                
41 In December 1954 Tinguely participated in a solo exhibition in Milan. It was during this visit
that he met Bruno Munari. Two years earlier Munari had published a series of manifestos,
including Macchina-Arte Macchinismo, Arte Organica, Disintegrismo, and Arte Totale. Tinguely
was familiar with Munari’s Manifesto del Macchinismo, and acknowledged his indebtedness to
Munari’s ideas as put forth in that document, telling him, “I do what you talk about in your
manifesto.” On this particular visit Munari presented Tinguely with two of his useless machines.
K. G. Pontus Hultén, Jean Tinguely ‘Méta’ exh. cat. (1972; Reprint. Boston: New York Graphic
Society, 1975), 16.

42 Hultén developed the term meta-mechanical for Tinguely’s mechanical reliefs. Hultén was
interested in the term “meta” as meaning both “with” and “after,” indicating a kind of
simultaneity. He was also interested in the association of words such as metaphysical, metaphor,
and metamorphosis. Hultén’s terminology suggests not only some of the ideas of time and
transformation that affected his view of new kinetic art produced in Paris, but also the significant
influence that his ideas had on Tinguely. Hultén, Méta, 16.

43 For complaints on the limitations of Tinguely’s meta-mechanicals, see Guy Habasque,
“Tinguely à la Galerie Edourd Loeb” L’Art d’Aujourd’hui 13 (June 1957).
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his interest in creating art objects, Tinguely was exploring alternatives within the

more traditional performative venues of concerts and theater production.

Although there was a strong and growing interest in artistic performance

in the 1950s, theatrical intervention, like kinetic art, was by no means invented

during this period. Following the trajectory from Futurist, Dada and Surrealist

artists of the early part of the twentieth-century, Tinguely and the artists with

whom he collaborated explored and exploited previous notions of dynamic and

synthetic theater, as well as noise music, while incorporating an avid interest in

technology and mechanical bodies into their activities.44

Through the Cabaret Voltaire, Dada artists had continued many Futurist

strategies of simultaneity, by creating sound poems as well as provocative

audience interactions. It was, however, perhaps the German Bauhaus artists who

extended Futurist ideas of mechanical performers the furthest into a theatrical

realm. Their experimentations in synthesizing art and technology provided yet

another model for Tinguely. In 1921 Oscar Schlemmer had taken charge of the

theater workshop at the Bauhaus. Costumes by the school’s stage workshop were

designed to metamorphose the human figure into a mechanical object, and

puppets, mechanically operated figures, and geometrical costumes were central to

                                                

44 In the 1950s documentation about early Dada performances were made available through the
publication in 1951 of Robert Motherwell’s anthology of artists’ writings The Dada Painters and
Poets. Robert Lebel’s Sur Marcel Duchamp appeared in 1959, and in addition, the Kunstverein für
Rhineland und Westfalen launched Dada: Documents of a Movement in Düsseldorf in that same
year. The exhibition traveled to Frankfurt and Amsterdam, where huge crowds saw hundreds of
Dada pictures, objects, and literary works produced between 1916 and 1922 in Europe and the
United States. Kristine Stiles and Peter Selz, eds., Theories and Documents of Contemporary Art,
679.
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many Bauhaus performances (fig. 5). For Schlemmer, abstraction and

mechanization were the “emblems” of contemporary society meant to be explored

through the experience of theater.45 His experiments included not only

dramatizing the analogy of the human body and machine through choreography

and costuming, but went as far as the physical substitution of the actor with a

mechanical puppet maneuvered from a command keyboard.46 In conjunction with

Schlemmer’s explorations, László Moholy-Nagy called for the elimination of the

stage in an attempt to provide a more inclusive experience for the spectator and to

eliminate the division of passive and active participation.47 An idea rooted in

Futurist ideas regarding new theater possibilities, the Bauhaus theory of total

theater had a vital impact on a post-war generation of artists.

The history of early performance art is one of a permissive, open-ended

medium with endless variables, executed by artists impatient with the limitations

of more established art forms and determined to take their art directly to the

public.48 Like their predecessors, Tinguely and his contemporaries turned to

performance as a way of breaking down categories and testing ideas. In 1956

Tinguely participated in a self-described “empirical spectacle” entitled Théatre

des Trois Baudets, or “Theater of Three Asses.”49 Five of his meta-mechanicals

                                                
45 Oskar Schlemmer, “Man and Art Figure,” in The Theater of the Bauhaus, ed. Walter Gropius
(Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 1961), 17.

46 Lucchino, “Futurist Stage Design,” 461.

47 László Moholy-Nagy, “Theater, Circus, Variety,” in The Theater of the Bauhaus, ed. Walter
Gropius (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 1961), 67.

48 Goldberg, Performance Art, 9.
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were presented simultaneously with music by Michel Magne, in addition to one-

act plays and pantomimes by various artists. In support of their activities, the

artists Claus Bremer and Daniel Spoerri collaborated on a written defense for

dynamic theater, calling for the personal contribution of the spectator to bring

meaning to what was being presented. Narrative was abandoned in favor of

presenting form, color, light, material and tone as content in and of itself.50

Tinguely’s relationship with fellow Swiss artist Spoerri dated to 1949, when both

artists were still in Switzerland. Spoerri, then a dancer, who in the following

decade became known as an artist, writer and poet, and Tinguely enjoyed a

collaborative relationship that lasted many decades.51

Tinguely’s experimentation with ideas of simultaneity and mechanical

ballets had been addressed by Futurist artists both in practice and through

manifestos. Although most of Tinguely’s early meta-mechanicals were relatively

noiseless, he began experimenting with sound during this period, a direction that

would become increasingly important in his work. In 1958 Tinguely showed My

                                                                                                                                    
49 The program for the performance boldly titles the show “Spectacle Empirique,” while the word
“baudets” is a play on the word “donkey.” In addition to Tinguely, other participants included
Daniel Spoerri, Michel Magne, Alexandre Jodorowsky, and Jean-Michel Rankovitch. Museum
Jean Tinguely Archives, Basel.

50 Claus Bremer and Daniel Spoerri, “Beispiele für das Dynamische Theater,” Das Neue Forum
(Darmstat: Verlag Stichnote, 1958).

51 In fact, their first collaborative alternative theater project occurred in 1953 when the two artists
worked on a project to design an “autotheater,” or an attempt to bring action to the stage with or
without actors. They staged a ballet entitled Prisma with music by Nico Kauffman, performed by
Beaumont, Sanders, and Spoerri, and entered it for a choreographic competition organized by
Serge Lifar at the Salle Jéna in Paris. At the precise moment when the dancers were cued to enter,
the entire set collapsed. This would be the first of many performative collaborations with Spoerri.
Hultén, A Magic Stronger Than Death, 352.
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Stars, Concert for Seven Pictures at the Galerie Iris Clert (fig. 6). Consisting of

seven, separate black wall-reliefs, each constructed from different scrap materials,

the works anticipated Tinguely’s black scrap-metal sculptures of a decade later.52

Not all of the works included were made specifically for the exhibition. Some

dated from several years earlier, when Tinguely began experimenting with “sound

reliefs”––large percussive sculptures in which hammers beat on saucepans,

funnels, bottles, etc., with moving metallic shapes suspended from wires.53

Concert for Seven Pictures, however, was more than a series of sound reliefs and

served as an interactive performance installation. Not only did the individual

pieces interact “musically” with one another, but the spectator/listener was an

integral part of the experience, operating switches on a small control panel which

in turn activated various pieces.

Tinguely’s investigations were directly linked to the Futurist interest in

mechanically derived noise. Luigi Russolo’s 1913 manifesto The Art of Noises

advocated the idea that machine sounds were a viable form of music. For Russolo,

noise had come to reign “supreme over the sensibility of men,” with the evolution

of music paralleled by the multiplication of machines. Noise, particularly the

competing varieties of noise produced by the products of industry and warfare,

defined contemporary society. In response, he built special boxes containing

funnel-shaped amplifiers and various motors to create a cacophony of noise (fig.

                                                
52 Concert for Seven Pictures consists of a row of seven wall-reliefs, with names related to
celestial bodies: Radiant Point, Antares, Sirius, Nebula Spiral, Triangle in Parallel Motion,
Moving Body, and Canopus.

53 Hultén, A Magic Stronger Than Death, 352.
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7). Called intonarumori, or noise intoners, these mechanical devices produced

four basic categories of sound: rumbles, whistles, whispers, and screeches.

Russolo was able to create in tonarumari  that imitated the noise of

machines––specifically the sounds of cars and airplanes.54 While Tinguely’s

version allowed the spectator to determine what was heard, his interest in the

connections between machines and noise is very similar to Russolo’s, and was

part of a larger exploration of musique concrete  which was occurring in Paris in

the 1950s.55

The performative aspects of Tinguely’s sculpture became more

pronounced in the late 1950s. It was in the process of a collaboration with Yves

Klein in 1958 that Tinguely made the critical decision to transform his work from

one in which the technology is hidden to one in which it is exposed, thus changing

a fundamental aspect of his aesthetic.56 Through this process Tinguely

                                                
54 Erik Levi, “Futurist Influences Upon Early Twentieth-Century Music,” in International
Futurism in Arts and Literature, ed. Günter Berghaus (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2000), 324, 337.

55 The term musique concrete was coined by Pierre Schaeffer to refer to music in which recorded
sounds are manipulated. Musique concrete begins with pre-existing sound elements, which may be
either music or noise. These elements are then experimentally manipulated and a montage is
created. Musique concrete vocale, sounds made by the vocal chords in a sort of organic
automatism, was explored by the Nouveau Réaliste artist Francoise Dufrene, who also participated
in Fluxus events, and by Joseph Beuys, among others. John Cage’s experiments with sounds were
the American counterpart during this same period. See Pierre Schaeffer, A la recherche d’une
musique concrete (Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 1952), p. 18 and Heidi E. Violand-Hobi, Jean Tinguely
Life and Work (Munich: Prestel Verlag, 1995), 162.

56 In an interview with Susan Hapgood, the artist Arman recalls Tinguely and Klein preparing for
the exhibition Vitesse pure et stabilité monochrome at Galerie Denise René in 1958: “Their first
plan was to make those boxes, in which those round plates had to turn very precisely. You could
not see that they were moving, because a round plate that turns behind a white box . . . And Yves
said, when he was working, before they put the wood box over it, ‘Oh, the motor is quite beautiful.
You should show the motor’.” Hapgood, Neo-Dada, 113.
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transformed the artwork from object to performing machine. The contemplative

nature of his meta-mechanical reliefs was replaced by an acute awareness of the

force driving the piece. Early in Tinguely’s career Pontus Hultén declared the

artist’s sculptures to be “anti-machines rather than machines,” a description he

and other critics would apply to Tinguely’s work throughout the artist’s career.57

Taken strictly in its most literal meaning, Tinguely’s works, particularly after

1958, are indeed ironic “anti-machines.” Anti-precision and anti-production, his

sculptures undermined the function of motion in machines by using those same

forms of mechanical processes in a manner antithetical to their original intent.

This idea would be most fully realized in Tinguely’s work from the mid-

1960s. As seen in the example of M. K. III (1964) repetition and movement are

fundamental to Tinguely’s art (fig. 8). Powered by a small electric motor, a series

of belts and pulleys activate the wheels that propel the machine forward and

backward on a set of tracks, endlessly repeating this motion, the sole function of

which serves to raise and lower the machine’s large arched arm.58 Condemned to

                                                
57 There are two possible meanings for the term “anti-machine”: a machine which is the antithesis
of a machine, in that it utilizes the same processes for opposite effect; and a machine which is
somehow philosophically at odds with other machines. While the first definition can be accurately
applied to many of Tinguely’s works, the second definition is more problematic and implies that
Tinguely’s own attitude is one of negativity toward technology and industry. This slippage in use
of the term becomes apparent in the U.S. response to Tinguely’s work and common
misinterpretations of his ideas. See Chapter 3 for a more detailed examination of this problem. K.
G. Pontus Hultén, “Vicarious Freedom, or, On Movement in Art and Tinguely’s Meta-
Mechanics,” in Méta, 41.

58 Tinguely was fascinated by automobiles, which serves as one source for his interested in
motorized chassis. There are also possible connections to Duchamp’s Chariot in the Large Glass.
For a more detailed discussion of Duchamp’s Chariot and the impact of Raymond Roussel see
Chapter 2.
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move in its own place, the sculpture evokes the myth of Sisyphus, sentenced to

repeat the same movement for infinity.

In machines intended for practical use, the engineer tries to reduce or

eliminate irregularities, to create the most efficient use of motion. Tinguely

pursues the opposite effect: mechanical disorder. Although the use of flat black

paint in this example draws on associations of the aesthetics of industrial

equipment, and cast iron, the anti-precision in Tinguely’s work is unmistakable.

Scrap iron, roughly cut by torches and sloppily welded together with mismatched

wheels and superfluous decorative items, creates a collage of industrial detritus.

The anti-precision of its making contributes to the deliberately jerky, rough, and

slightly unpredictable nature of its movement and gesture.

A CONTEMPORARY CONTEXT

Tinguely was by no means the only artist concerned with creating useless

machines or performative machines, and in the broadest sense kinetic sculpture as

a whole can be defined as “useless machines.” However, in Tinguely’s work the

“useless” quality is an essential and defining characteristic, meant to evoke a

number of associations, including absurdity, shock, freedom, and joy. Tinguely

equated joy with freedom, and his useless machines were an “attempt to enter into

the spirit of machines . . . to make a joyful machine,” a distinction that is apparent
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in both the playfulness of his creations, as well as the optimism that underlies

many of his sculptures.59

Yet, differences in the mechanisms and kinetic processes used by artists

affect the performative qualities of the final works. Sculpture powered by

electrical forces are often the most direct in their useless and performative

connotations. Despite a wide variety of aesthetic aims among an earlier generation

of artists who utilized electricity to create movement, such as Duchamp, Calder,

Naum Gabo, Moholy-Nagy, and Munari, there are certain shared characteristics

due to the kinetic processes within their work. As Frank Popper points out, there

is often a Dada or Surrealist element to these pieces, even in works that are

Constructivist or geometrical in conception.60 These are the examples that

Tinguely, his contemporaries, and the critics who supported them, promoted as

their historical lineage.

From mechanical movement itself comes certain absurdist associations.

For example, like Tinguely’s work, Pol Bury’s exquisitely subtle kinetic

sculptures and reliefs of the 1960s rely on mechanized motion. Yet, it is a hidden

source of power, so as not to interfere with the minute movements of the various

mobile parts of the sculptures.61 Bury installed small motors into his works, which

                                                
59 Alain Jouffroy, “Jean Tinguely Interview,” L’Oeil no. 136 (April 1966): 34.

60 Popper, Origins and Development of Kinetic Art, 127.

61 Tinguely provided Bury with the address of Crouzet, the manufacturer of small electric motors.
There, Bury, and later Nicholas Schöffer and the Groupe de Recherche d’Art Visuel found the
motorized equipment they needed to enact their ideas and theories in kinetic art. See Dore Ashton,
Pol Bury (Paris: Maeght Editeur, 1970), 28.
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he adjusted to very slow speeds. His sculptures and reliefs rely on a system of

manipulated pulleys activated by a motor, which in turn control connecting rods

that relax and tauten strings, suggesting the activity of a puppeteer rather than a

mechanical engineer (fig. 9).62

The performance of Bury’s pieces is often so slow as to be barely

perceptible; there is little noise, only the occasional clicking of moving arms.

While time is a primary factor in all kinetic art, it takes on added relevance in

Bury’s work in the form of slowed speed. As he states:

A certain quality of slowness reveals to us a field of “action” in which the
eye is no longer able to trace an object’s journeys.  .  .  . We can see that
slowness not only multiplies duration but also permits the eye following
the globe to escape from its own observer’s imagination and let itself be
led by the imagination of the traveling globe itself.63

By manipulating speed, Bury strove for a liberation in the viewer in which

specific movements can no longer be anticipated. The movements in Bury’s

sculpture hover just above the threshold of perceptibility, making them less

explicitly actors in a kinetic performance. As Rosalind Krauss points out, a

gallery of Bury sculptures theatricalizes the room to the point where it is the

viewer who becomes the actor; the sculpture makes the viewer complicit with the

direction of its journey through time. The viewer completes the work, his

participation concluding the subliminal activity the work suggests.64 The viewer’s

                                                
62 Ashton, Pol Bury, 29.

63 Pol Bury, “Time Diluted,” (1964), in Pol Bury, 107.

64 Rosalind Krauss, Passages in Modern Sculpture (1977; Reprint. Cambridge, MA: The MIT
Press, 1990), 221.
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knowledge of the piece is incomplete unless a significant length of time is

invested in the viewing. The movement in the works is not a given, since the

cycles of movement are excruciatingly slow, forcing the viewer to give up all

assumptions. Bury’s work embraces the possibility of movement, quite differently

from Tinguely’s use of mechanical movements. For Bury, the machine is not

interesting in and of itself, but only as a means to a specific movement.

Although utilizing some of the same mechanical processes, the intent of

Bury and Tinguely are very different, as is clearly displayed in the differing

performative natures of their machines. Bury is indeed creating types of useless

machines, although given the subtlety of the mechanisms and the intentionally

modernist beauty of their design as objects, his works lack the willful irony of

either Tinguely or Munari’s useless machines. Yet he shares with Tinguely, in

particular, a certain performative quality: namely, the subtly quivering elements in

his work suggest anthropomorphic readings. As Krauss notes, Bury’s work

exemplifies a “repressed sensuous excitation.” The artist is able to exploit barely

perceptible patterns of movement, as the surface of wall reliefs tremble with a

kind of subliminal animation or elements of free-standing sculpture slowly stir

against one another.65 While Bury recognized the absurd and comic aspects of the

machine, as well as its highly expressive potential, his sculptures provide a space

for contemplation, albeit one which infers a level of agitation.

The notion of the useless machine is at the center of George Rickey’s

kinetic aesthetics as well. Rickey’s use of systems of rotors, pendulums and

                                                
65 Ibid.
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seesaws to rotate elongated abstract arms allowed him to define his sculpture as

“machines” (fig. 10).66 These systems produce an elegant smoothness of

movement, but also a general level of passivity, as the works wait for air currents

to gently activate the kinetic movement.  The kineticism of his sculptures is

wholly dependent on external forces. They are “machines” that wait to be

activated, rather than being self-activated as typically expected for internally

motorized machines. Beautiful, refined and precisely ordered, Rickey’s sculptures

embody an aesthetic completely at odds with Tinguely’s.

For Rickey, the useless function of the mechanical joints in his sculptures

produced a movement that was both pleasing to the eye and random, its motion

dependent on the vagaries of external forces.67 He was critical of works that

“merely demonstrate, with insistent repetition, their own uselessness,” becoming

monotonous and obvious. He much preferred the random actions of Bury’s

twitching devices, with their simple combinations of haphazard friction and

                                                
66 Rickey used the term “machine” to describe and title his works because “its moving parts were
arranged for mechanical as well as visual reasons.” George Rickey, “Kinetic Sculpture,” in Art
and Artists (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1956), 156.

67 In his Origins and Development of Kinetic Art, Frank Popper presents a codification of
movements produced by different methods. In an attempt to classify the various properties of
kinetic art, Popper divided what he terms “real movement” (as opposed to “virtual movement”)
into two camps: spatial and non-spatial. Both Tinguely and Rickey’s work fall within the spatial
division since their work produces perceptible spatial modifications. However, for Popper, their
sculpture represents the two opposing conditions of spatial kineticism: predictable, comprising
objects moving mechanically (Tinguely), and unpredictable, comprising objects moved by natural
forces (Rickey). While Popper is accurate in identifying differences in movements due to the
forces determining those motions, his eagerness to establish a strict typology for kinetic art limits
readings of various works to a rigid and somewhat inaccurate set of possibilities. Popper, Origins
and Development of Kinetic Art, 251.
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slippage, which never appear to repeat.68 However, wind-driven objects tend to

produce very similar types of rhythms and patterns of movement.

Without question Rickey’s primary interest was in movement itself, as an

aesthetic form and as being distinct from movement that is incidental or an

accessory. This explains why he decries Tinguely’s useless machines as

extremely problematic. Rickey writes:

[Tinguely] is an adept and energetic mechanic with a limited repertoire
well suited to his purpose. This purpose has nothing to do with form and
in his later work little to do with movement itself. What is important is the
found object he sets in motion. His movement is not intrinsic . . . it is
superimposed, it intensifies.  .  .  .  As with his friend Rauschenberg,
Tinguely brings the spectator into the theater; it is Tinguely himself who is
on stage.69

He has a legitimate concern that some of the popularity of Tinguely’s work comes

from its accessibility, but Rickey’s relationship to art on such strictly formal terms

limited his ability to see beyond the surface of the materials and resulting actions

of the work to understand or appreciate the deliberateness of how these works

were made. He states:

The phase of Tinguely and of other artists preoccupied with movement in
“happenings”, assemblage, and “nouveau réalisme” is more properly
viewed as theater, instant theater, one might say, whereupon the values
they are concerned with become more reasonable. The temporariness of
the episode and the flimsiness of the materials of the set are mutually
suitable. It is the drama, not the object, which counts. 70

                                                
68 George Rickey, “The Morphology of Movement. A Study of Kinetic Art,” in The Nature and
Art of Motion, ed. Gyorgy Kepes. (New York: George Braziller, 1965), 94.

69 George Rickey, “Introduction,” in Directions in Kinetic Sculpture, Peter Selz exh. cat.
(Berkeley: The University Art Museum, University of California, 1966), 14.

70 All italics are Rickey’s. Rickey, “The Morphology of Movement,” 110.
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Irony played no role in Rickey’s work, and the artist was completely dismissive of

what was known as Neo-Dada artists, such as Tinguely, who not only explored,

but exploited the theatrical effects of kinetic art. Referring to the future of kinetic

art, Rickey writes:

Much kinetic work is still primitive.  .  .  .  It may well be years, perhaps
decades, forging adequate technical means and, after that, in sorting out
and clearing away such weeds as illusion, sensationalism, seductiveness,
impact, scientific inquiry, demonstration of phenomena, and anecdotal
record.71

Rickey was not alone in viewing theatrics as a serious hindrance to kinetic

forms of art, sharing a general critical disdain in America for performing

machines and European kineticism.72 For Rickey, the spectacle of the work

reduced the kinetic aspects of the pieces to theater, which was, in fact, one of the

ideas Tinguely was attempting to achieve. While each artist created useless

machines, the differing performative nature of their creations due to completely

different control mechanisms led to greatly divergent viewer experiences. While

the smooth, elegant motion of Rickey’s works urged contemplation, Tinguely’s

jerky, unpredictable motorized movements created a more active, albeit absurdist,

visual experience, and encouraged a re-examination of one’s assumptions about

machines. This comparison represents two very different mechanical

processes––one based on the laws of physics, the other on the power of electricity

                                                                                                                                    

71 Rickey’s response to European kinetic artists, particularly his vehement dislike of Tinguely’s
work, is discussed in Chapter 3. George Rickey, “Origins of Kinetic Art,” Studio International
173, no. 886 (February, 1967): 69.

72 See Chapter 3 for a discussion of the American reception of Tinguely’s work.
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and faulty mechanical systems––which connote very different associations with

machines.

For supporters of Tinguely, his ironic use of the machine and motion was

deemed as one of the most relevant aspects of contemporary kineticism. Hultén

characterized the machines of both Munari and Tinguely as attempts to directly

relate life and technology through interactive art:

From the mid-1950s on, they have devoted themselves to an attempt to
establish better relations with technology. Standing astonished and
enchanted amid a world of machines, these artists are determined not to
allow themselves to be duped by them. Their art expresses an optimistic
view toward man, the creator of machines, rather than toward technology
as such. They lead us to believe that in the future we may be able to
achieve other, more worthy relations with machines. They have shown
that while different aspects of our relations to machines may conflict, they
are not necessarily contradictory. Not technology, but our misuse of it, is
to blame for our present predicament.”73

Tinguely’s machines stand as intentionally ironic spectacles of anti-function, as

useless machines. Whereas his early reliefs retained allusions to painting through

their mode of display on gallery walls and through the rotating forms which

resemble the gestures of the painter, Tinguely’s exposure of the motorized

mechanism and use of three-dimensional space created sculpture endowed with

inherently theatrical characteristics. Hultén defines the actions produced by

Tinguely’s mechanisms as inherently optimistic, and the theatricality as an

important means of conveying this message. For Hultén, the Bauhaus interests in

the interconnections of life and art in a technological age would serve as a model

                                                
73 Hultén, The Machine, 13.
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for defining and justifying the work of a growing group of young Parisian

kineticists.

K. G. PONTUS  HULTÉN AND  LE  MOUVEMENT

Tinguely was following a particularly European artistic line of

investigation: a young artist exploring avant-garde forms of performance with a

focus on technological issues and ideas.  Although different in origin, intent, and

content, it is fair to say that Futurist, Constructivist, and Dada artists had

responded to the rapidly and dramatically changing industrial and political

climates in Europe coming out of World War I. The horrors of war made old

forms of art seem precious and obsolete and necessitated new forms of art to

communicate the complexity of contemporary society. The proliferation of new

kinds of industrial goods, particularly the manufacturing of automobiles and

airplanes, made a tremendous impact on a rapidly changing society. Speed,

motion, and change were inherent aspects of the new industrialized world of the

early twentieth-century and embodied both the negative and positive impact of

contemporary society for several key groups of young artists.

Paris in the mid to late 1950s witnessed a new generation of artists coming

out of the aftermath of World War II. Traditional forms of “static” art must have

seemed obsolete in the face of incredible new technological advances that made

real what was merely science fiction before. In October 1957 the Soviet Union

launched the first artificial satellite Sputnik I into orbit around the Earth, initiating
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a massive space race that would bring consumers a flood of new products,

materials, and technologies. The rapidity and success of these developments in the

1950s created a new collective sense of reality and speed.

The growing post-war European interest in exploring movement in art can

be traced back to the earlier artistic efforts of the Constructivists, the Futurists and

Bauhaus artists. Balla’s pictorial investigations of speed and “dynamism,”

Duchamp’s Rotoreliefs, Tatlin’s Monument for the Third International, Gabo’s

vibrating rods, and Moholy-Nagy’s Light-Space Modulator, all serve as the

prototypes for the continued European kinetic exploration in art in the 1950s.74

Hultén was among the first to codify this history and use it to validate as well as

introduce a new generation of Paris-based artists working with issues of

movement, perception, and energy in painting and sculpture.75

A number of young artists from Latin America and Europe arrived in Paris

in the early 1950s; they came to engage directly with the artists and works that

would form the foundation of their own investigations. Calder’s 1950 exhibition

Mobiles et Stabiles at the Galerie Maeght in Paris, for example, was attended by

Bury, on whom it had a formative effect: “One July day, I pushed open the door

of the Galerie Maeght, not knowing that that action would change the face of the

                                                
74 For histories of kinetic art see: Guy Brett, Force Fields: Phases of the Kinetic exh. cat.
(Barcelona: Museu d’Art Contemporani, 2000); Popper, Origins and Development of Kinetic Art;
Stephen Bann, Reg Gadney, Frank Popper, and Philip Steadman, Four Essays on Kinetic Art
(London: Motion Books, 1966); Gyorgy Kepes, ed., The Nature and Art of Motion (New York:
George Braziller, 1965).

75 In 1955 Hultén wrote two short histories of kineticism in Europe as a context for contemporary
kinetic art: “Vicarious Freedom or On Movement in Art and Tinguely’s Meta-Mechanics,” Kasark
(October 1955):1–31; and, several short texts in the catalog for Le Mouvement exh. cat. (Paris:
Galerie Denise René, 1955), np.
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world, at least my face and my world. My fascination was indescribable.”76 The

same year, Jesús-Raphael Soto arrived in Paris and attended lectures at the Atelier

d’Art Abstrait, gaining in-depth knowledge of the work of Klee, Albers,

Malevich, and in particular, Mondrian. In the following year he began artistic

investigations into the notions of repetition, progression, and vibration, and

incorporated geometry in his works. After reading Moholy-Nagy’s influential

book Vision in Motion in 1953, Soto began investigating the effects of Plexiglas

and superimposition, and created his first kinetic structures, works that produced

optical vibrations through the juxtaposition of planes with alternating vertical and

horizontal lines (fig. 11).77

Soto and Tinguely met in 1954 at Tinguely’s exhibition at Galerie Arnaud,

a year after Tinguely had arrived in Paris from Basel. The Galerie Arnaud was

one of two avant-garde galleries in Paris at the time, the other being the Galerie

Denise René, which ultimately served as the pre-eminent gallery space for the

kinetic movement in Paris.78 Tinguely’s early meta-mechanical works were

obviously inspired by Malevich through Tinguely’s choices of color,

compositions, and forms. Tinguely and his critics alike referred to the works as

“pictures” or “mobile paintings,” emphasizing their connection to the two-

                                                

76 Brett, Force Fields, 190.

77 Ibid., 190–91.

78 Beginning in 1953 Galerie Arnaud began publishing Cimaise, a substantial monthly periodical
focusing on the more avant-garde aspects of contemporary art. Hultén, Méta, 10.
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dimensional.79 However, Tinguely’s goal was not merely to pay homage to

Malevich, although he did title at least one of the works in this series Meta-

Malevich (fig. 12). Rather, he sought to physically include the elements of time

and chance in a Supremetist-inspired framework. As Hultén eloquently states, “It

was relativity in action: there is no beginning and no end, no past and no future,

only everlasting change.”80 While Hultén’s comment discloses his

misunderstanding of Einstein’s Theory of Relativity, it also reveals an

appropriation of the term as a justification for and validation of the kinetic

experiments of Tinguely and his peers that comes out of Moholy-Nagy’s use of

the theory in relation to motion.81

Within the larger context of the post-war Parisian art world, there was a

strong antagonism between the practitioners and supporters of Constructivist

abstraction and art informel. Constructivist abstraction was very much a viable

artistic force in Paris in the mid-1950s, and the growing interest in kinetic art in

Paris in large part comes out of this tradition. By 1955 the Hungarian painter

Victor Vasarely was the leading theorist of movement in art in Paris, and his ideas

                                                
79 The announcement for Tinguely’s 1956 exhibition at Galerie Denise René list his meta-
mechanicals as “moving pictures.” Museum Jean Tinguely Archives, Basel. See also Habasque,
“Tinguely,” L’Art d’Aujourd’hui; Pierre Restany, “Tinguely,” Cimaise no. 2 (November-
December 1956): 36; and Roger Bordier, “Une nouvelle exposition de tableaux animés de
Tinguely,” L'Art d’Aujourd’hui 5, no. 7 (November 1954).

80 Hultén, Méta, 10.

81 As will be discussed, Hultén took ideas of time-space directly from Moholy-Nagy’s 1946 text
Vision in Motion. For a description of the misappropriation of Einstein’s Theory of Relativity
among modernists, as well as a general public, in the first half of the twentieth-century, see
chapter one in Gerald Holton, Einstein, History, and Other Passions (Woodbury, NY: American
Institute of Physics, 1995).
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represented a continuation of Bauhaus theory. Tinguely, Soto, and Bury

represented a new generation of artists utilizing this vocabulary, but they added

mechanical and optical elements that drew from Surrealist and Dada sources, as

well as from the work of Duchamp. This connection was most visibly

demonstrated in the 1955 exhibition Le Mouvement, which set the stage for

defining and codifying the artistic interest in kinetic art brewing in Paris at this

time.82

Le Mouvement opened at the Galerie Denise René in early April 1955. The

exhibition was comprised of three parts: a historical section with works by

Duchamp and Calder; glass reliefs by Vasarely; and pieces by four young Paris-

based artists––Iaacov Agam, Bury, Soto, and Tinguely, as well as the artist Egill

Jacobsen (figs. 13 and 14). Calvin Tomkins presents a rather romantic image of

how the exhibition was conceived:

Sitting on the roof of K. G. P. Hultén’s apartment house, on the Boulevard
Raspail, one rainy spring night in 1955, Tinguely, Hultén and Robert
Breer, a young American painter who had recently gone into abstract film-
making, conceived the idea of an exhibition devoted to motion in art. They
had no difficulty persuading Denise René to agree, and the first exhibition
of Le Mouvement took place at her gallery in April.83

                                                
82 Early in his career Tinguely’s work was included in group exhibitions with gestural painters
such as Norman Bluhm and Sam Francis. Group shows, such as that held by the Galerie Samlaren
in Stockholm, 1955, were an attempt to show the state of contemporary art in Paris at that time,
making no distinctions among types of works being created, and not attempting to define any
kinds of movements or trends among the artists. This particular show featured works by Arp,
Bluhm, Breer, Bryen, de Wasne, de Yrolle, Francis, Hartung, Jacobsen, Mortensen, Poliakoff,
Tinguely and Vasarely, a number of whom were included in Le Mouvement.

83 Calvin Tomkins, “Beyond the Machine,” The New Yorker 37 (February 10, 1962): 58.
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In fact, the idea had already been formulated the previous fall, when Vasarely

himself, already showing at Denis René’s gallery, supported the idea of an

exhibition on this particular theme.

As Guy Brett has pointed out, the inclusion of Duchamp’s Rotoreliefs and

Nude Descending a Staircase in the exhibition, was seen as an acknowledgment

of his seminal role for the other artists. Hultén deliberately chose artists who had

gone beyond the static Constructivism of Mondrian. Agam showed transformable

paintings, Bury his Mobile Plans or Multiplans, Calder new versions of Stabiles

and Mobiles, Tinguely his first motorized relief-sculptures, and Soto, reliefs with

repeated geometric elements.84

The inclusion of Duchamp in the exhibition was due to an intense

lobbying effort on the part of Hultén and Tinguely over the oppositions of Denise

René and Vasarely. René felt that Duchamp was a Dadaist, and was very resistant

to the idea of showing his work in the exhibition, fearing any negative

implications of Dada attitudes in the artists she represented. Hultén prevailed in

exhibiting work by Duchamp, but was unsuccessful in showing pieces by

Moholy-Nagy, whose work was unavailable in France at the time.85

                                                
84 One of Soto’s works included in Le Mouvement was Spirale, a Plexiglas relief directly inspired
by Duchamp’s Rotoreliefs. After seeing Duchamp’s Rotary Demisphere Soto decided to “make
the image move without a motor.” Brett, Force Fields, 193.

85 In an interview with Dieter Daniels, Tinguely states that 1955 “was when Duchamp was
associated with Dada, at least if we believe Denise René,” and that it “was the first time I heard
the word ‘Dada’ again” after his schooling in Basel with Julia Ris. Tinguely also mentions that
Hultén was unable to find any pieces by Moholy-Nagy in France for the exhibition, and that was
the reason he is not represented in the show. See Daniels’ 1987 interview with Tinguely “Often
Neglected––But One of the Greats,” reprinted in Marcel Duchamp, ed. Harold Szeemann exh. cat.
(Basel: Museum Jean Tinguely, 2002), 156.
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The exhibition was the first critical attempt to define the renewed artistic

interest in time and movement occurring in Paris among a diverse group of young

artists, many of them transplants to France. For Hultén, Le Mouvement served as

the impetus for not merely documenting, but creating, a history for these artists,

an intellectual pursuit that would become more refined and defined in his 1961

exhibition Movement in Art at the Moderna Museet in Stockholm. His project

would ultimately culminate in 1968 with the Museum of Modern Art’s The

Machine as Seen at the End of the Mechanical Age. The broadsheet

accompanying Le Mouvement, which came to be known as the “Yellow

Manifesto,” attempted to define kinetic art and its place in art history by means of

an article by Roger Bordier on the transformable work of art and film, an outline

by Vasarely of his forthcoming manifesto, and an essay on the theory of kinetic

art and a chronological survey, both by Hultén. Grand ideas of artistic revolution

were pronounced by this group of young critics and artists eager to distance

themselves from what they saw as the “romanticism” and “pedantic

sentimentality” of abstraction in Paris.86 For Bordier, kinetic art represented “the

revolution of the second half of the twentieth-century, exactly as Cubism was the

                                                                                                                                    
Hultén confirms that it was Duchamp’s association with Surrealism and Dada to which René
objected. See Hultén’s interview with Jean-Paul Ameline and Nathalie Ernoult in Denise René,
l’intrépide. Une galerie dans l’aventure de l’art abstrait. 1944-1978 exh. cat. (Paris: Centre
George Pompidou, Musée National d’Art Moderne, 2001), 65.

86 Roger Bordier, “New Proposals: Movement, The Transformable Work,” Le Mouvement: The
Movement, (1955; Reprint, Paris: Éditions Denise René, 1975), 3.
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revolution of the first half.”87 A carefully chosen history of movement in art was

built to support their far-reaching claims.

In his brief outline of kinetic art, Hultén emphasized a revisionist history

of the artistic disruption of the Renaissance idea of fixed time and space.88 While

acknowledging the Cubists and Futurists for defying that fundamental aspect of

pictorial art, Hultén choose to emphasize the contributions of Duchamp as well as

the writings and creations of Gabo and Moholy-Nagy. Duchamp’s 1913 bicycle

wheel Readymade is cited as the first kinetic art object, and Gabo and Pevsner’s

Realist Manifesto (1920) is identified as the first theoretical expression of

kineticism in art. Interestingly, Hultén specifically singles out works activated by

motors, from Gabo’s kinetic sculpture to Duchamp’s Rotary Glass Plates and

Calder’s motorized mobiles––all works that use movement to visually

dematerialize the object (figs. 15 and 16). Similarly, Hultén highlights abstract

experimentation in film, building historical support for assertions that the use of

the fourth dimension of time breaks through the static “problem” of constructive

abstraction, revealing a reality that cannot be fixed.89

Hultén continues a line of historicizing kinetic art that began with

Moholy-Nagy’s publication of The New Vision in 1928 and continued with his

Vision in Motion in 1947. Celebrating the relationship of time and space as related

                                                
87 Ibid.

88 Hultén entitles his chronology “Petit memento des art cinétiques,” “memento” meaning
“revision notes.” Le Mouvement, np.

89 Hultén lists the Dadaist film endeavors of Viking Eggeling and Marcel Duchamp. “Petit
memento des arts cinétiques,” Le Mouvement, np.
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to artistic production, Moholy-Nagy traced the influence of Einstein’s Theory of

Relativity from Duchamp and Balla to his own Light-Space Modulator; important

precedents that Hultén situates prominently within his own kinetic history.90 As

Linda Henderson points out, Vision in Motion was the primary single vehicle for

the identification of modernism with space-time at mid-century.91 For Moholy-

Nagy, “Vision in motion is a synonym for simultaneity and space-time, a means

to comprehend the new dimension,” a condition Hultén attempts to document in

kinetic art produced in the 1955. Moholy-Nagy writes:

In mobiles material is utilized not in its mass but as a carrier of movement.
To the three dimensions of volume, the fourth, the time element,
movement is added.  .  .  . With this transformation, the original
phenomenon of sculpture––the elements of which equaled material plus
mass relationships––becomes dematerialized.92

                                                

90 See Linda D. Henderson’s introduction “Fourth-Dimensional Space or Space-Time?: The
Origins of the Cubism-Relativity Myth in the 1940s” for a thorough discussion of the shift in
artistic interest from a multivalent spatial fourth dimension to a temporal understanding of the
fourth dimension of the space-time continuum due to the popularization of Relativity Theory in
the 1920s–40s. Linda Henderson, The Fourth Dimension and Non-Euclidean Geometry in Modern
Art (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1983).

As Henderson notes, “By the 1950s space-time, especially as disseminated in the books of
Moholy-Nagy and Sigfried Giedion, would come to be the most prominent association of the
fourth dimension in art. In general terms as well, time as the fourth dimension in the space-time
world of Einstein increasingly dominated the general public’s thinking on the subject.” In
introduction to the forthcoming reprint, “From Relativity to the Digital Era and New Cosmologies:
The Fourth Dimension 1950-2000,” The Fourth Dimension and Non-Euclidean Geometry in
Modern Art (Princeton: Princeton University Press), 3.

91 Ibid., 8.

92 László Moholy-Nagy, Vision in Motion, (1947; Reprint, Chicago: Paul Theobald and Co.,
1965), 12, 237.
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Moholy-Nagy’s emphasis on time and the resultant perceptual and experiential

effects of movement of solid structures were a recurrent theme in early criticism

of the burgeoning kinetic art movement in Paris.

Yet, utilizing motion to manipulate time and space in constructions was

just one aspect of artistic experimentation with forms of movement. Hultén

acknowledged that in the years immediately preceding 1955 a number of artists

had introduced the notion of movement into their work, yet none were included in

this particular exhibition.93 Hultén had a specific conceptual construct through

which he framed kinetic art and which this exhibition demonstrated. Through Le

Mouvement Hultén hoped to position kinetic art as “one of the great innovations

of our time,” not only formally but conceptually as well.94 And indeed, the

exhibition served as a catalyst for helping to define, and, even more importantly,

to draw attention to the genesis of a new movement in art to the public and critics

alike. Hultén’s choices of historical precedents served two purposes: to highlight

the formal Constructivist roots inherent in the younger artists’ work, and to

acknowledge the philosophical attitudes of their precursors.

Duchamp’s own interest in time, movement, and chance also became an

important model for these artists.95 Hultén’s statement that kinetic art has a

                                                

93 Hultén mentions the artists André Bloc, Frank Malina, Eduardo Chillida, Munari, Helgadóttir
Gerdur, Yvesaral, Klein and Shinkichi Tajiri. While some of these artists, namely Malina and
Munari, dedicated their careers to kinetic art, for most of the artists in this list movement was
tangential to the work they were producing. “Petit memento des arts cinétiques,” np.

94 Hultén, “Mouvement-Temps ou les quatre dimensions de la plastique cinétique,” np.

95 In a 1938 interview with Daniel MacMorris in Art Digest, Duchamp acknowledged the
importance of time in art in relation to motion, noting that the Nude Descending a Staircase “is an
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“rhythm which never repeats, is one of the freest beings one can imagine, a

creation which escapes all systems,” was certainly a fundamental premise of

Tinguely’s work, although it did not necessarily apply as well for all the

participants in the exhibition.96 While Hultén downplays the term Dada in his

descriptions of early kineticism and in his discussions of Duchamp in the “Yellow

Manifesto,” the ideas of freedom, revolution, and movement would become

confused and linked to Dada by other critics.

Hultén is even more emphatic in connecting the concepts of freedom and

chance in Tinguely’s work to Duchamp, describing Tinguely’s early machines as:

“. . . free creatures, without any kind of exact computations. They are chance in

action. They are a new and independent formulation of Marcel Duchamp’s idea of

deliberately using chance.”97 In addition, Duchamp’s Rotary Demisphere is cited

in Bordier’s essay as already containing all of the ideas that will guide young

artists interested in kinetic work twenty-five years later, even if they were

unaware of its existence.98 Bordier labels the new work as “transformable,” as

completely about the mobility of the works themselves. The combination of the

physical movement of the work, the optical qualities, and the intervention of the

                                                                                                                                    
organization of kinetic elements,” “an expression of time and space through the abstract
expression of motion.” Duchamp, as quoted in “Marcel Duchamp’s ‘Frankenstein’,” Art Digest 12
(January 1, 1938), 22, cited in Henderson, “From Relativity to the Digital Era and New
Cosmologies,” 14.

96 Hultén, “Mouvement-Temps ou les quatre dimensions de la plastique cinétique,” np.

97 Hultén. “Vicarious Freedom,” 26.

98 Roger Bordier, “L’oeuvre transformable,” Le Mouvement exh. cat. (Paris: Galerie Denise René,
1955), np.
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spectator make the work of art about its own substance, its own nature, rather than

a metaphor for a kind of reality. The material and physical properties of the works

are central to their reading, and the works are also indefinitely recreatable.99

The connection between freedom and motion comes directly out of

Moholy-Nagy’s writings. In Vision in Motion, for example, he writes: “Einstein’s

terminology of space, time and relativity has been absorbed by our daily

language. Whether we use the terms rightly or wrongly, they designate a new

dynamic and kinetic existence freed from the static fixed framework of the

past.”100 Relativity of motion, and Einstein’s prediction of scientists’ ability to

split the atom, provided a new cultural awareness and context for artists working

at mid-century. As Moholy-Nagy defines it, space-time stands for: “relativity of

motion and its measurement, integration, simultaneous grasp of the inside and

outside, revelation of the structure instead of the facade. It also stands for a new

vision concerning materials, energies, tensions, and their social implications.”101

All of these issues represent ideas being explored by the artists featured in Le

Mouvement, demonstrating the direct impact of Moholy-Nagy’s theories.

Of an earlier generation of artists, Calder created kinetic works that

epitomized many of the useless and performative qualities sought by Tinguely

and his contemporaries during the mid-1950s, and is cited by Hultén and Bordier

                                                

99 Ibid.

100 Moholy-Nagy, Vision in Motion, 266.

101 Ibid., 268.
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as an equally valuable historical source. There is a certain playfulness in Calder’s

mobiles, but his fundamental aim was to express movement in terms of movement

itself. Tinguely acknowledged the impact of Calder’s mobiles on his own work,

crediting Calder’s sculptures with his own use of motors as a means of

introducing movement and working in space.102 For Bordier, Calder epitomized

the moment when kineticism ceased to be experimentation and was transformed

into art.103

Calder used the word “mobile” to describe his sculptures, a term famously

introduced by Duchamp in 1932 to describe Calder’s kinetic works.104 The works

that Duchamp saw in that year were not Calder’s later wind-driven sculptures, but

were pieces propelled by small electric motors or tiny handles, much more

machine-like in their characteristics than Calder’s later mobiles (fig. 16).105

Calder’s early mobiles aesthetically and mechanically represent ideas of

movement that resonate with Tinguely’s meta-mechanicals. Using the principle of

equilibrium, Calder’s wires are interdependently suspended, moving elements in

                                                
102 Jouffroy, “Jean Tinguely,” 34.

103 Bordier, “New Proposals: Movement, The Transformable Work,” 6.

104 Two Calder exhibitions were held in 1932, one at the Galerie Vignon in Paris, the other at
Julien Levy Gallery in New York, and it was for the works that were exhibited at these galleries
that Duchamp proposed the term “mobile.” Popper, Origins and Development of Kinetic Art, 145.
Duchamp had earlier included a Mobile in his Large Glass that was in essence a combination of
wires or cords and solid elements moved mechanically by other components of the Bachelor
Apparatus. See Henderson, Duchamp in Context, 151.

105 As Frank Popper points out, it is only around 1954 that the term “kinetic” became an
established part of critical terminology, reinforced through repeated references in the “Yellow
Manifesto.” Popper, Origins and Development of Kinetic Art, 95.
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space in an inexhaustible range of possibilities. Endless variation is achieved,

with no movement ever repeating itself exactly. For Hultén, this represents

endless combinations, and eternal change.106

Hultén holds this young group of artists as a foil to the static practices of

modernism, static not only in the literal stillness of the works, but also in terms of

the goals of the artists. Kinetic artists, claimed Hultén, were not trying to capture

or construct a definitive image of truth. Instead, they present an art of

contradiction through the absence of systems and allow for a dialogue with the

viewer, thus allowing the interaction of the art and audience to create “reality.”107

Hultén observed a fundamental shift from the artist creating an object that

presents a complete image to the viewer, who passively receives the visual

message, to one in which the object demands the participation of the viewer to

create the images––images with infinitely possible interpretations due to their

movement.

As champion of this young group of artists, Hultén reached back for a

European history in which to legitimize their work and used the popular

conceptions of time-space to state the relevance of their projects to contemporary

viewers. Tinguely and his peers were very much cast as forward-looking

interpreters of modern technologies and scientific ideas that held the potential for

new ways of seeing the world. The concepts Hultén used were not new, but he

applied them at a moment when French art was suffering from the impact of the

                                                
106 Hultén, “Vicarious Freedom,” 41.

107 Hultén, “Mouvement-Temps ou les quatre dimensions de la plastique cinétique,” np.
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success of Abstract Expressionism, and he promoted these young kineticists as an

antidote to current abstract painting in Paris.

In October of 1955 Hultén further solidified his history of kinetic art and

reinforced his claims of artistic revolution through movement in an article

published in Kasark.108 In this expanded history, the Futurists and Cubists paved

the way for greater experimentation by Duchamp, while the work of Gabo,

Pevsner, Tatlin and Moholy-Nagy led to Calder’s mobiles. The combination of

sources ultimately led to the useless machines of Munari and Tinguely. Duchamp

is once again named by Hultén as the creator of the first kinetic artwork with his

1913 Bicycle Wheel (fig. 17). Through Hultén’s choices of examples, Duchamp is

portrayed as a kineticist interested in virtual as well as real movement. He is also

credited with making the first mechanical art object of “modern times,” his Rotary

Glass Plates. Hultén’s texts increasingly reinforce a reputation for Duchamp as a

kinetic artist, a stance that would become further codified in Hultén’s writings and

exhibitions on kinetic art throughout the 1960s.

While not specifically citing Dada actions as precursors to Tinguely’s

work, Hultén connotes their anarchist and anti-establishment attitudes in his

description of Tinguely’s work. Freedom, for Hultén, became a defining aspect of

movement in art: freedom from the restrictions of perspectival space, from static

content, and from all established order.109 The spontaneity and uselessness of

Tinguely’s “anti-machines” produced “a small, latent assassination threat to all

                                                
108 “Vicarious Freedom” is translated and reprinted in Hultén, Méta, 40-41.

109 Hultén, “Vicarious Freedom,” 41.
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established order.”110 Clearly, the implications of these words are far more radical

than the art Tinguely was producing. Yet, Hultén’s writings were very important

in disseminating critical views on Tinguely’s work and greatly influenced the

associations made between Tinguely’s sculpture, Dada, and Duchamp by other

reviewers.111

Hultén notes that the most remarkable, though least remarked, works in Le

Mouvement were two drawing machines by Tinguely. These works were the

precursors of the meta-matic series that Tinguely began producing during the

spring and summer of 1959. The earliest reviews of Tinguely’s work and a

burgeoning interest in kinetic art came from a small group of critical supporters,

namely Hultén, Bordier, and Restany, whose writings set the tone and context for

the work: serious, conceptually rigorous, and political. Their texts in magazines

and exhibition materials served as manifestos for what these critics and curators

saw as a new form of art.

As for the artists themselves, and Tinguely in particular, at this stage in

their careers there was a sincere attempt to manifest these ideas in their work.

Tinguely eagerly complied with the romantic stereotype of the young, rebellious

artist intent on destroying the traditional hierarchies of painting and sculpture by

creating new forms of art that would impact and transform realities and societies.

Restany described Tinguely’s work in terms of “magic” and poetry, that through

movement powered by a constant outside force, basic elements and shapes lose

                                                
110 Ibid.

111 See Chapter 3 for a discussion of how these associations were manifested in critical reviews of
Tinguely's work.
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their simplicity, transforming themselves into an experience of “mysterious

transcendence.”112 Restany promoted the idea that there was a fundamental

change occurring not only in what could be considered art, but in the very

experience of viewing art.

Reviewers who were not intimately involved in the promotion and

championing of this new phase of kinetic art were intrigued by Tinguely’s works,

but cautious in their praise. His meta-mechanicals were considered “curiosities”

and “strange rather exotic creations,” which suggests that critics considered them

to be a new exploration in art, but could not or were not ready to acknowledge

their impact or power.113 Often critical focus was on the mechanical aspects of

Tinguely’s work, describing the artist as inventor, and implying a different kind of

relationship between the artist and the art object in which the artist becomes a

builder of ideas, connoting practicality and scientific methodologies.114 It is in this

association that the irony of Tinguely’s work became prevalent and through

which a Dada legacy could be read.

Early critical response to kinetic art emphasized the Constructivist as well

as Dadaist roots. The influence of Duchamp was noted regularly, and Tinguely’s

meta-mechanical works were seen as “a continuation of the older artist’s

experiments.”115 In particular, Tinguely’s interest in the relationship between

                                                
112 Pierre Restany, “Tinguely,” 36.

113 H. Wescher, “Tinguely,” Cimaise 2 (November 1954); “Tinguely at the Galerie Edouard
Loeb,” Apollo 65, no. 389 (July 1957): 302.

114 Roger Bordier, “Tinguely ou les richesses de l’invention,” L’Art d’Aujourd’hui no. 2 (March-
April 1955).
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technology and visual art was seen by Hultén to relate directly to earlier Dada

explorations of similar themes, not only aesthetically and formally, but

philosophically as well. He states:

The Dadaists already showed a plainly skeptical attitude to technology.
Duchamp’s “Readymade,” the work of art selected from the mass-
production line, contains a great deal of irony at the expense of the
machine, which paradoxically, attains its full potency only when it is feed
from its function. .  .  . Tinguely’s light-hearted, amusing but useless
machinery cocks a snook at every efficient machine. Its weapon is
irony.116

Hultén would continue to define Duchamp’s Readymades as Dadaist statements

in later discussions of Tinguely’s work. The link between the ironic nature of

these works and Tinguely’s sculptures would grow stronger when Tinguely began

producing his meta-matic drawing machines, increasing the critical and popular

links between Tinguely, Duchamp, and Dada.117

The organizers of Le Mouvement labeled kinetic work as “spectacle,” or

work that forces a viewer to interact with it due to the nature of its construction

and display. That term was used in subsequent critical responses and would have

a long-term impact on the reception of the work over the next fifteen years.118 In

                                                                                                                                    
115 “Tinguely at the Galerie Edouard Loeb,” 302.

116 Hultén, “Vicarious Freedom,” 30.

117 See Chapter 2 for a discussion of the links between Tinguely’s meta-matics and Duchamp’s
Readymades. Hultén makes overt connections between the ironic and Dadaist spirit of these works
in Méta, 80.

118 Bordier uses the term “spectacle” in describing new kinetic art in “L’oeuvre transformable,”
np.
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an early effort to describe the new trend in kinetic art in Paris, Guy Habasque saw

this particular aspect of kineticism as a deliberate affront to easel painting:

It is no longer the petrification of a privileged moment or aspect, it is a
spectacle. Not only can and must the work of art be seen from an infinite
number of angles, but it cannot be entirely accessible to the onlooker all at
once. In order to grasp such works in their totality, either the object or the
spectator must move, in other words, it is necessary to vary the respective
positions of the work and the spectator.119

Habasque’s interpretation is yet another contemporary recapitulation of Moholy-

Nagy’s ideas of simultaneity and the need for motion, whether it be the

spectator’s or the object’s, to integrate and transmit single elements into a

coherent whole.120 For Moholy-Nagy, “simultaneous grasp is creative

performance,” and the performative qualities of Tinguely’s early pieces would

become a driving force for the expansion of his work into the realms of

happenings and large-scale performance events over the next decade.121

THE INFLUENCE OF YVES KLEIN

Although Tinguely was never overtly theoretical in discussions of his

work, his conceptions of time and performance and the relationship of these

factors to machines were greatly affected by his close friendship with Yves Klein

                                                
119 Habasque, “Notes on a New Trend,” 43.

120 Moholy-Nagy, Vision in Motion, 12.

121 Ibid.
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during this critical period of his career. Tinguely had known Klein since 1955, but

it was Klein’s exhibition Le Vide at the Galerie Iris Clert in 1958 that stimulated

Tinguely to move beyond his wall constructions and to think of the machine as a

medium for dematerializing art, an idea that foreshadows his self-destructing

performances.122

There was a close affinity between Klein’s notions of immateriality and

sensibility in art and Tinguely’s ideas of virtual volumes, vibrations, and motion.

Tinguely’s early notebooks indicate his interest in exploring different types of

movement; quick sketches and abbreviated notes illustrate various materials and

elemental forms of motion.123 Even before he met Klein, Tinguely was exploring

virtual volumes through kinetic action. He created simple wire mobiles in the

spirit of Gabo’s kinetic experiments with motors and wire. Electric motors rotated

wire strands around a central axis at a rate of up to 2500 revolutions per second,

resulting in an optical effect of a three-dimensional volume that did not actually

exist (fig. 18).124 Tinguely’s meta-mechanical reliefs represent a continuation of
                                                
122 For the exhibition Klein presented the bare walls of the gallery, painted completely white. The
gallery appeared to be empty, but for Klein was filled with non-sensual aesthetic presences.

It was through Klein that Tinguely was introduced to Iris Clert and invited to show at her gallery,
a move that would help launch his career. See Thomas McEvilley, “Yves Klein: Conquistador of
the Void,” Yves Klein 1928-1962: A Retrospective exh. cat. (Houston: Institute for the Arts, Rice
University, 1982), 53.

123 One of Tinguely’s notebooks from 1955 demonstrates his interest in different transmission
devises, the use of shadows to convey kinetic forms, as well as a fascination with magnets,
gravity, propellers and parachutes as potential means for directing motion. Museum Jean Tinguely
Archives, Basel.

124 El Lissitzky was also interested in virtual volumes. For a discussion of his ideas on this topic
see Henderson, The Fourth Dimension and Non-Euclidean Geometry in Modern Art, 294-299,
334-336.
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these ideas regarding mechanical motion as virtual and infinite. With his meta-

mechanicals, Tinguely felt that he was representing the “permanence of

infinity.”125

In November of 1958 Tinguely and Klein held their first joint exhibition at

Galerie Iris Clert entitled Vitesse pure et stabilité monochrome par Yves Klein et

Tinguely. Using Duchamp’s Rotoreliefs as a point of departure, the exhibit

consisted of six monochrome discs in Klein’s signature International Klein Blue,

all of various sizes and fixed to the gallery walls, turning at differing speeds by

hidden motors (figs. 19 and 20). These pieces, all entitled Vitesse Pure, were

accompanied by several free-standing pieces with spinning discs known by the

name Space Excavatress, which displayed much more of Tinguely’s influence

through their incorporation of visible motors and exposed metal (figs. 21 and 22).

The spinning discs of pure color dematerialize through the rapid rotation, blurring

the surface and edges of the forms to produce a quivering patch of color revolving

so quickly as to give the impression that it is standing still. In this interaction pure

color is matched by pure speed, in turn creating what Tinguely termed “static

speed.”126 The connection between stasis and movement would prove central to

Tinguely’s first attempt to formulate a statement of his artistic intent and goals.

Restany aptly described the collaboration of Tinguely and Klein as being

based on the equation that the immaterial equals movement. For Klein, and in

                                                
125  Jouffroy, “Jean Tinguely,” 35.

126 See Heinz Mack’s description of Tinguely’s and Klein’s collaboration in “A Visit, Paris,
November 1958,” in Tinguely’s Favorites: Yves Klein, ed. Harold Szeemann exh. cat. (Basel:
Museum Jean Tinguely, 1999), 17.
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turn, Tinguely, the immaterial dimension of visual art is organically linked to

movement, to the dynamic flux of energy.127 Klein acknowledged their

collaboration as having “mined a constantly new and wonderful thing, the

commotion of ‘the fundamental static movement of the universe’.”128 In

Tinguely’s drafts for his 1959 manifesto Für Statik Klein is frequently mentioned,

and in a hand-written text Tinguely compares Klein with the early progenitors of

time and movement in art, such as Gabo, Pevsner, and Moholy-Nagy. Tinguely,

though, is critical of the what he perceived to be these artists’s misuse of the

concept of space: “ . . . Yves le M. is space, the concept of space of Gabo,

Jacobsen, Pevsner, Moholy was abstract inanity, they attempted to occupy the

space by imposing matter of the space in pursuit of an illusion of the

definitive.”129 In contrast, Tinguely’s manifesto, and consequently his artwork,

attempts to emphasize and recognize the inherent instability of all matter, as

opposed to movement merely applied to artistic constructs.

While their collaborative effort received little in the way of critical notice,

and quickly turned sour, the impact of Klein’s ideas was to resonate with

                                                
127 Pierre Restany, “A Meeting of Titans,” in Jean Tinguely’s Favorites: Yves Klein, 14.

The connection between Klein and Tinguely’s ideas regarding kinetic movement, energy, and
utopian ideals resonated with the German group Zero, whose founders Otto Piene and Heinz Mack
reprinted manifestos by both Tinguely and Klein in their Zero publications.

128 Yves Klein, “Discourse on the Occasion of Tinguely’s Exhibition in Düsseldorf,” (1959),
reprinted in Jean Tinguely’s Favorites: Yves Klein, 48. Originally printed in Klein’s L e
Dépassement de la problématique de l’art (La Louvière, Belgium, Editions de Montbliart, 1959),
19–22.

129 Archives Daniel Spoerri, Schweizerische Landesbibliothek, Bern. Reprinted in Tinguely’s
Favorites: Yves Klein, 56-7.
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Tinguely and influence his work throughout the mid-1960s.130 Their collaboration

was not an easy one, and Klein referred to the work in their joint exhibition as his

own––a situation that, needless to say, did not please Tinguely. In an attempt to

clarify the situation, Klein wrote that all art belongs to all artists and that one must

resist “the temptation to materialize the purely spiritual.”131 While the statement is

a rather self-serving explanation of his motivation, it does indicate the level of

importance that Klein placed on dematerialization, not just in art, but in life as

well.132 For Klein, art and life were connected though immateriality, writing: “to

create . . . it must involve penetrations, by impregnation of the sensibility, into the

immaterial space of LIFE itself.”133

The performative nature of Tinguely’s machines emphasized the notion of

time and ephemerality rather than matter, and his performance actions are related

to his sculpture through this emphasis. In 1959 Tinguely participated in a one-

man exhibition at the Galerie Schmela in Düsseldorf. In addition to the meta-

mechanicals displayed in the gallery, Tinguely hired an airplane to fly over the

                                                
130 The Le Monde review of Tinguely and Klein’s collaborative exhibition stressed the avant-
garde nature of their work, that the combination of speed and pure color goes beyond the now
accepted stylistic developments of Impressionism, Expressionism, Fauvism, Cubism, and
Tachism. M. Conil-Lacoste, “Tinguely-Klein ou l’art superlatif,” Le Monde no. 4301 (November
21, 1958): 11.

131 Yves Klein, “Vitesse pure et stabilité monochrome,” reprinted in Szeemann, Tinguely’s
Favorites: Yves Klein, 44.

132 McEvilley, “Yves Klein: Conquistador of the Void,” 53-54.

133 Yves Klein, “Discourse on the Occasion of Tinguely’s Exhibition in Düsseldorf," (1959),
reprinted in Tinguely's Favorites: Yves Klein, 117.
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city from which he distributed 150,000 copies of his manifesto Für Statik.134

Tinguely’s attempt to move beyond the walls and associations of the gallery was

of dubious practical success, given that none of the leaflets actually landed in

Düsseldorf, but were scattered into the surrounding countryside. Nonetheless, it

did signal an attempt by the artist to explain what he saw as the metaphysical

implications of his machines.

The leaflet was a condensed version of a longer manifesto of the same title

and called for a recognition of movement as the only truly stable element of

existence, because movement connotes time. Tinguely argued:

Everything moves continuously. Immobility does not exist. Don’t be
subject to the influence of out-of-date concepts of time. Forget hours,
seconds and minutes. Accept instability. LIVE IN TIME. BE STATIC-
–WITH MOVEMENT. For a static of the present moment. Resist the
anxious fear to fix the instantaneous, to kill that which is living. Stop
insisting on “values” which cannot but break down. Be free, live. Stop
painting time. Stop evoking movement and gesture. You are movement
and gesture. Stop building cathedrals and pyramids which are doomed to
fall into ruin. Live in the present; live once more in Time and by Time–for
a wonderful and absolute reality.135

In Tinguely’s view action and gesture in the form of performance become an

appropriate form for communicating ideas of movement as it relates to time as the

only truly stable constant in life. The term “static” takes on a new meaning in

Tinguely’s text. He calls for the need to recognize that what we consider to be

static is actually in motion––evoking the idea of relativity as constant flux. As

                                                
134 Hultén, Méta, 76-77.

135 Jean Tinguely, Für Statik (1959), trans. in  Calvin Tomkins, The Bride and the Bachelors: Five
Masters of the Avant-Garde, (1965; Reprint, Middlesex, England: Penguin Books, 1983), 162.
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mentioned earlier, ideas of a temporal fourth dimension directly related to the

popularization of Einstein’s Relativity Theory impacted artistic discussions and

production in Europe at mid-century. Tinguely’s manifesto is directly connected

to Hultén’s writings, lifting much of Hultén’s language on the relationship of

time, freedom, and change. Tinguely’s text represents less of an original statement

on kineticism than an adaptation of the more general mid-century artistic

understanding of relativity as promoted and understood by Klein and Hultén.

Perhaps more revealing in this 1959 action is Tinguely’s use of

performance as a sensationalist means of communication, a technique that would

come to dominate, and for some, define, his career. Beginning in 1959 Tinguely

turned increasingly to more overtly performative modes of creation, either

through the development of his meta-matic drawing machines, or literal theatrical

performances. In conjunction with this development, Tinguely’s interest in issues

of temporality and space would lessen, as they were gradually replaced by

increasingly political and theatrical statements.
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CHAPTER 2

Tinguely’s Meta-Matics: The Literary and Artistic Climate for
Painting Machines

The performative and useless aspects of Tinguely’s machines became

more overt in the late 1950s with his development of the meta-matic painting and

drawing machines. The meta-matics represent the beginning of an important shift

in Tinguely’s work away from a preoccupation with time and more formal visual

explorations, as seen in his early meta-mechanicals, to a much more overtly ironic

response to contemporary artistic contexts. It is also through this body of work

that Tinguely becomes more overtly linked to Duchamp, both through the

conception of these pieces and through the critical response to them.

While all of Tinguely’s mechanical performers mock the efficiency of

industrial machines, not all aspire to complete inutility. His meta-matic machines,

for example, produced drawings. Next to his self-destructing mechanical

performance Homage to New York, Tinguely’s meta-matics are his most

frequently discussed works. Usually these pieces are considered within the

parameters of art informel and Abstract Expressionism as ridiculing the sincerity

and validity of the heroic gesture of the painter. While this interpretation is

important in the understanding of these particular works, given the artistic context

in which they were made, this reading limits our understanding of the meta-matics
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to a relationship with the primacy of gestural abstraction in the United States and

Europe in the mid-1950s.

It is more relevant to place Tinguely’s meta-matics within a broader

context of avant-garde European art and literature, where there was a great

interest in painting machines among artists and writers in the late 1950s and early

1960s. In particular, the work of Italian artist Giuseppe Pinot-Gallizio offers

important parallels to Tinguely’s ideas. These works fit into a European revival of

the authors and playwrights Alfred Jarry and Raymond Roussel at this time,

which included a more erotic presentation of the human-machine analogy in this

context.

TINGUELY’S META-MATICS

Tinguely began experimenting with drawing machines in 1955. These

early machines were part meta-mechanical reliefs, which in addition to white

geometrical shapes on a black box, included a disc approximately forty-five

centimeters in diameter to which a round sheet of paper could be fixed. When the

machine operated, an arm with a clamp holding a piece of chalk, or another

drawing instrument, moved over the slowly rotating disc (fig. 23). The drawing

began to emerge after a period of time in an endless convoluted pattern.136 It was

not until 1959 that Tinguely dramatically changed his idea of the drawing

                                                
136 Hultén, Méta, 30.
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machine, from one that was connected physically and aesthetically to the meta-

mechanical reliefs, to a free-standing and much freer acting machine.137

With these works Tinguely opened the door to a new concept of art, one in

which works of art can be judged by what they produce, not by how they look as

objects. Self-creative works of art modeled on machine aesthetics, Tinguely’s

meta-matic sculptures were essentially machines that manufactured art. Ironic in

its ability to mimic the look of contemporary abstract art, a meta-matic drawing

was more than a superficial mockery. The products of Tinguely’s drawing

machines spoke to a deeper level of understanding and fear concerning the

relationship between human and machine. As Hultén points out, “Art is an image

of our belief in the individual and his potentialities, an ideal of freedom, a potent

realization of the idea of human creativity. The machine, on the other hand, is

something very different: the agent of mass production.”138 The very reason for

the machine’s existence is standardization. When creativity, an endeavor strictly

identified with human beings, enters the realm of machines, our understanding of

machinery is tested, even when the relationship is as obviously controlled as in

the case of the meta-matic devices, which are in no way “creative” since their

output is strictly controlled by the viewer/activator.

According to Hultén, Tinguely’s aim was to harmonize this relationship

through collaboration: “together man and machine can create something irrational

                                                
137 Tinguely constructed about thirty meta-matics in 1959, although he quickly destroyed some of
them, not because he did not like their appearance, but because he thought they drew badly. Ibid.,
80.

138 Ibid., 82.
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and non-functional. Tinguely appeals to us to improve our deteriorating

relationship with the machine and inspires us to look beyond the obvious.”139

Hultén casts a rather utopian light on Tinguely’s work, mitigating the ironic

content by linking it to a productive outcome and the betterment of individuals.

While Hultén was still looking back to the utopian values of the Bauhaus in his

justification of Tinguely’s work, there is an odd combination of ironic intent and

sincerity that is evident in these creations, and in fact, can be seen in most of

Tinguely’s work.

The meta-matics were particularly successful for Tinguely, who pushed

the limits of this series of works perhaps more than any other of his ideas. He

built a huge array of different models of meta-matics, including two portable

devices driven by a small hand crank that produced postcard sized drawings, one

driven by a bicycle mechanism, table top versions, and human scaled models (fig.

24).140 Tinguely’s first major exhibit of these works took place in 1959 at Galerie

Iris Clert in Paris. True to form, Tinguely created a public relations sensation

surrounding the event, handing out circulars printed in French and English and

hiring men with sandwich board announcements to walk the streets carrying

placards with Tinguely’s name spelled in loosely dangling letters reminiscent of

the forms in his meta-mechanical reliefs. The invitations included the

announcement of a competition for the best drawing made on a meta-matic, with a

                                                
139 Ibid.

140 Slightly different from the meta-matics, the Cyclograveur (1960) was an interactive art-making sculpture
meant to be ridden, much like a bicycle. Pedaling propels a kind of meta-matic mechanism that strikes a steel nail
against a vertically mounted flat surface, mimicking an engraving apparatus.
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jury of some of the best-known names in avant-garde Parisian art circles at the

time, including Hans Arp, Yves Klein, Pierre Restany, and Michel Seuphor, a

prominent historian of De Stijl abstraction.141 While the jurors were Tinguely’s

peers and supporters, the list included interesting literary figures such as

Raymond Queneau, who was instrumental in the revival of Roussel and Jarry’s

writings in Paris during this time.

Much like a modern advertiser, Tinguely promoted his work as a product,

intentionally attempting to dissolve the hierarchies of art in society. Yet, he never

fully escaped them, always remaining firmly within the Parisian gallery system.

Thus, his theatrics, especially at this point in his career, can be viewed more as

rebellious attempts to undermine a stodgy art system with the full approval of a

younger generation of artists, critics, and curators, rather than as a sincere attempt

to liberate art. An astute reviewer noted: “The Iris Clert gallery has a flair for

discovering young artists whose intrinsic qualities, which are always interesting,

are linked with an affinity for post-dada manifestations, and by their very success

often overshadow a more serious side to their work.”142

The “super-manifestation-spectacle-exposition,” as it was billed, was

Tinguely’s break-through exhibit in Paris. Four thousand meta-matic drawings

were made, and at least five to six thousand people visited the exhibition,

including a healthy selection of former Dadaists and Parisian Surrealists,

                                                
141 The complete list of jurors includes: Alvard, Arp, Courtois, de la Celle, Ginderthael, Haugen,
Jouffroy, Klein, Lalanne, Queneau, Ragon, Restany, Rivière, and Seuphor. Hultén, Méta, 91.

142 Jean Yves Mock, “Tinguely at the Galerie Iris Clert,” Apollo 70, no. 414 (August 1959): 30.
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including Arp, Duchamp, Isamu Noguchi, Tristan Tzara, Man Ray, and Roberto

Matta (fig. 25). Even producers of the kind of gestural abstraction mocked by the

meta-matics, such as Hans Hartung, attended. Tzara reportedly commented that

what he witnessed was at last the end of painting––the successful outcome of

forty years of Dada.143

The Parisian press was extremely vocal in both its ecstatic acclaim and

horrified condemnation of the exhibition. One reviewer compared the meta-matic

drawings to the old story of Père Frédé’s donkey, Lolo, who painted an

impressionist-style painting with its tail.144 The magazine Sens Plastique issued a

questionnaire “Procès de l’automatisme,” in which the questions were posed as to

whether or not Tinguely’s meta-matic drawing machines marked an important

point in the evolution of art, and whether or not art, painting in particular, was

irrevocably changed by this manifestation. Of course, the general consensus

among the artists, critics, and writers who responded was “no,” with differing

degrees of respect, interest, and boredom in the work. One participant called the

works a “new revolution in the domain of creation,” while another flatly stated,
                                                
143 Hultén, Méta, 94.

144 Guy Dornand, “En attendant le salon des robots,” Le Hors-Cote 5, no. 145 (August 5, 1959).

The Lapin Agile, a Montmarte cabaret that succeeded the Chat Noir around the turn-of-the-
century, included Frédé the bushy-bearded proprietor and his unhouse-broken donkey Lolo. It was
there that a group of young artists, inspired by the author Dorgelès, concocted the celebrated hoax
of a canvas brushed entirely by Lolo’s tail. The resulting work, distinctly Impressionist in style,
was hung at the Salon des Indépendents with the title And the Sun Went Down Over the Adriatic.
Dorgelés signed it “Joachim Raphael Boronali” and the painting was praised by a number of
critics. Roger Shattuck, The Banquet Years: The Arts in France, 1885-1918 (New York: Harcourt,
Brace, 1958), 25. For further discussion of the popular belief of modern art as a “hoax” during the
first half of the twentieth-century, see Jeffrey Weiss, The Popular Culture of Modern Art: Picasso,
Duchamp, and Avant-Gardism (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994).
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“when it comes to automatism, I prefer I.B.M.”145 Yet, the seriousness, and

quickness, of the response to these works indicates that they touched a nerve

among the public and cultural arbiters alike. They appeared at a time when the

primacy of painting and abstraction was beginning to be questioned by younger

generations of artists, both in Europe and in the United States.

Critics delighted in trying to match the “style” of the meta-matic drawings

to known artists or certain genres of painting, claiming, for example, that “the

present machines seem to have generally adopted a style of Abstract

Expressionism, graphic and liner of course, stylistically nearest to Hartung, and

not without spatial suggestions within a graphic style.” 146 The work of Jackson

Pollock, Georges Mathieu, and Jean Fautrier were often mentioned as the

standard-bearers of abstract art by which the output of these machines should be

judged. Certainly Tinguely was aware of the painting context in which he created

these works. Informalism, or tachism, had become the dominant trend in painting

in Europe by 1950, with an overall tendency towards painterly freedom, a

relatively extreme degree of abstraction, and spontaneous, intuitive process.147 In

                                                
145 See Pierre Jacquemon and Criel’s answers in Jean-Jacques Lévêque, “Procès de
l’automatisme,” Sens Plastique no. 8 (October, 1959): n.p.

146 Michael Shepard, “Tinguely,” Art News and Review  11, no. 20 (October 24, 1959): 9-10.

147 Critic Michel Tapié coined the term art informel in 1950 to distinguish a new style of painting
from the geometric or formal abstractions inherited from the 1930s and still flourishing in Paris.
Beginning in 1954 much of the same art came to be called tachisme, a term introduced by the
French critic Charles Stienne in recognition of the loose, organic, and often strongly tactile patches
of color used by these artists.
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the course of the 1950s, art informel would become a new international style, its

circle of influence expanding to virtually every country in Europe.

Among the Parisian Informalists to create the greatest public sensation

was Georges Mathieu, whose dramatic performative painting style effectively

promoted himself and the art informel movement. Mathieu made his reputation

with his colossal canvases consisting of calligraphic lines exploding from the

center of a flat field of color (fig. 26). Mathieu portrayed his artistic process with

characteristic panache: “revolt, risk, speed, intuition, improvisation, and

excitement.”148 He often demonstrated this process in public, painting enormous

canvases in relatively little time with great energy and speed, inventing forms

directly in front of audiences. For Mathieu, “painting aspires to become act, and

becomes an event.”149 Indeed, many of his performances were elaborately

documented in photographs and film for distribution to larger audiences.150

It was the theatricality of his staged paintings, rather than any formal

attributes or theoretical ideas that earned Mathieu his reputation. Images of

Mathieu’s painting actions were widely distributed in international art journals

and popular magazines. In February 1953 Art News published the article “Mathieu

                                                
148 Kristine Stiles, “Performance Art,” in Theories and Documents of Contemporary Art:
Sourcebook of Artists’ Writings, ed. Kristine Stiles and Peter Selz (Berkeley: University of
California Press), 681.

149 Georges Mathieu, “Towards a New Convergence of Art, Thought and Science” (1960), in
Theories and Documents of Contemporary Art:  Sourcebook of Artists’ Writings, ed. Kristine
Stiles and Peter Selz (Berkeley: University of California Press), 702.

150 Paul Schimmel, “Leap into the Void: Performance and the Object,” in Out of Actions: Between
Performance and the Object 1949-1979, ed. Paul Schimmel exh. cat. (Los Angeles: The Museum
of Contemporary Art, 1998), 31.
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Paints a Picture” by Tapié. This essay introduced American readers to Mathieu’s

process and personal style and, despite Tapié’s intentions, opened the door to

international ridicule.151 Throughout the late 1950s, Time magazine featured

articles on Mathieu that conveyed both a fascination with and denigration of the

artist. The articles mocked the seriousness of his work by describing how quickly

the paintings were produced. Mathieu was said to have “whipped out small

paintings in as little as ten minutes, and even his huge pictures require no more

than a couple of hours to paint.”152 A 1957 description of Mathieu’s painting

performance in Japan highlights his frenzied, rather comical, technique, from

“tearing paper cartons with his teeth to gain time,” to “grip[ping] four tubes [of

paint] in either hand, empt[ying] them in one mighty salvo,” to pausing to “swig

down a frothing glass of Japanese beer,” to finally “ejecting tubes over his

shoulder with the cyclic action of a machine gun.” The article ends not with a

description of the finished painting, but with the elapsed time it took to paint a

seven foot by twenty-five foot canvas: 110 minutes (fig. 27).153 In the process, the

artist became a machine-like performer. While the performative aspects of his

painting technique were well received by avant-garde artists, including Klein and

the Japanese Gutai group, for both the general public as well as many established

                                                
151 Michel Tapié, “Matheiu Paints a Picture,” Art News 53, no. 10 (February 1953): 50, 51, 74-75.

152 “Shout in the Dark,” Time 63, no. 14 (April 5, 1954): 80.

153 “In the End, Nothing.” Time 70, no. 12 (September 16, 1957): 86.
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abstract painters Mathieu’s work was seen as facile, decorative, and lacking in

seriousness.154

Mathieu was one of the first artists to recognize the formal and substantive

relationship between New York’s Abstract Expressionist movement and Europe’s

art informel, and he arranged an exhibition drawn from both schools in 1948 at

the Galerie Montparnasse in Paris. Despite his recognition of the global impact of

Abstract Expressionist style in painting, his work suffered from commercialism

and promotionalism in his willingness to adapt it to monumental sculpture,

industrial design, advertising posters, tapestry cartoons, and commemorative

coins.155 Mathieu seemed content to endlessly rework his key expressionist

themes with only the slightest variation, allowing them to become formulaic and

stylistically mannered.

In contemporary histories, Tinguely’s meta-matics are seen primarily as an

ironic statement on the state of both European and American abstract painting in

the late 1950s. Unlike what the late tachist and action painters had been accused

of doing, no meta-matic would ever paint the same picture twice. The sculptures

also implied that anyone can make an abstract picture, even a machine. Although

Mathieu was only four years Tinguely’s senior, by the mid-1950s he was already

                                                
154 In a letter responding to the 1953 Art News article on Mathieu, Clyfford Still complains, “I
blush with the embarrassment all artists must feel when viewing this sordid parody––especially for
those sincere men who in the late 1940s went from here and the West Coast to Paris and exposed
their work to this parasitical and antic ‘tramp’.” “Editor’s Letters,” Art News 54, no. 2 (April
1955): 6.

155 For examples of the kinds of products for which Mathieu created designs, see Domnique
Quignon-Fleuret, Mathieu (Paris: Flammarion, 1973).
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a well-established celebrity. Tinguely’s meta-matics are both an homage and a

parody of Mathieu’s painting style and process, since they create paintings that

bear a remarkable resemblance to Mathieu’s abstractions as well as capitalize on

his performative process. The drawings produced by the meta-matics provided an

ironic commentary on the art informel that dominated abstract art in Paris in

1959. However, it is a mistake, and one frequently made, to single out this aspect

as their only significant feature.

Tinguely’s most famous meta-matic was a large-scale, independently

moving model built specifically for the 1959 Paris Biennale. Driven by a small

gasoline powered engine, Meta-Matic No. 17 propelled itself on a series of casters

and drew on a continuous roll of paper. A fan attached to the work blew the

drawings to the spectators, while exhaust gases given off by the engine were

caught in a large balloon that gradually filled and could be emptied in the open air

if the machine was working indoors (fig. 28). More frequently, the balloon would

burst from the pressure of the gasses, inserting an unexpected bit of violence into

an otherwise playful machine. The smell created by the exhaust was overcome by

the scent of lily-of-the-valley released by a mechanism in the work.

This sculpture served as a prototype for Tinguely’s large-scale

performative pieces and auto-destructive works; it included all of the major

ingredients for a total art experience: sculpture, painting, sound, scent, movement,

self-destruction, and spectacle. Tinguely was given permission to set up Meta-

Matic No. 17 in the large paved courtyard of the Musée d’Art Moderne de la Ville

de Paris, where the exhibition was held. This work caused an uproar among some
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of the other participants at the Biennale, and the piece gained a significant amount

of press coverage, much of it due purely to the curiosity factor of its uniqueness as

well as its inescapable presence at the exhibition.156

Four of Tinguely’s meta-matics were shown in his first exhibition in the

United States at the Staempfli Gallery in New York in 1960, and they made quite

an impression on American audiences and the press. Tinguely’s meta-matics were

already known to readers of art periodicals since his painting machines had been

discussed by American critics in Paris. One reviewer stated with no apparent

irony: “Using one of these machines, anyone can paint hundreds of abstract

pictures in the course of an afternoon . . . endless colored abstract paintings can be

executed at will with the greatest of ease.”157 Yet for Tinguely, these works

usually mocked such notions of abstract conformity in painting at that time. As he

stated in this period of contemporary abstract painters:

I think their assembly-line production is futile. And in making a machine
which draws I have been commenting ironically on this; I know what I’ve
done has been terrible because of the great hostility which I’ve
encountered on the part of those happy abstract painters, so calmly
commercial.158

                                                
156 See “Un Marlon Brando suisse invente une machine à fabriquer de l’art abstrait,” Jours de
France no. 241 (June 27, 1959); P. Mazars, “Voie sous issue,” Le Figaro 3-4 (October 1959); “A
la première ‘Biennale de Paris’ la machine à fabriquer de la peinture abstraite a fait rire Malraux,”
L’Aurore (October 3-4, 1959); R. Rey, “N’est pas Jeune qui veut!” Les Nouvelles Littéraires
(October 8, 1959); and “Art mécanisé: débuts à la Biennale de Paris,” L’Illustré (October 1959).

157 Alexander Watt, “Paris Letter: Trends and Coming Events,” Art in America 47, no. 4 (Winter
1959): 111.

158 Laura Mathews, “The Designs for Motion of Jean Tinguely,” The Paris Review 9, no. 34
(Spring-Summer 1965): 85.
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Through these works Tinguely intimated that the authorizing touch of the artist’s

brush could be duplicated by a simple assemblage of a motor and marking

instrument.

For Hultén, Tinguely’s meta-matics  held the same fundamental

significance as Duchamp’s Readymades. The works defied any one particular

artistic style, and instead represented a new approach to art making, in turn

widening the aesthetic framework of what could be considered art.159 In Méta,

Hultén asks his reader to “compare the identification of the Readymade with the

spirit of Dadaism,” linking Duchamp’s and, by inference, Tinguely’s artistic

concepts to Dada ideas.160 For Hultén, Dada represented a revolutionary approach

that supported artistic entities that were not bound by systems, but that were free

and dynamic.161 It was not the inflammatory aspects of Dada that Hultén was

interested in, but the potential for creating new, independent ideas. Tinguely

himself endorsed this interpretation of his meta-matics, claiming that, “My

machines will revolutionize the entire art world.”162

By the mid-1960s both Tinguely’s work and his personality were

infamous enough to warrant a Hollywood style parody. In 1964 the black comedy

What A Way to Go! presented Shirley MacLaine as a jinx who marries a

                                                
159 Hultén, Méta, 80.

160 Ibid.

161 Hultén, “Vicarious Freedom,” 41.

162 Tinguely quoted in Art Buchwald, “The Latest in Abstract Art,” New York Herald Tribune
(June 3, 1959), reprinted in Christina Bischofberger, Jean Tinguely: Catalogue Raisonné
Sculptures and Reliefs 1954-1968 (Zurich: Galerie Bruno Bischofberger, 1982), 88.
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succession of men, each of whom promptly dies, leaving her even wealthier than

before. Paul Newman plays the over-the-top caricature of the romantic, crazy but

passionate, bohemian artist. His character is the quintessential cliché of the

American painter in Paris, and he is destined to be her next husband.

Having difficulty selling his work, Newman creates a painting machine

that consists of large mechanical arms that create abstract canvases by responding

to music.163 The sound vibrations translate to photo-electric cells which in turn

manipulate the mechanical arms. Named “Sonic Palette,” the painting machine

creates beautiful canvases to classical music and violently expressionistic works

to harsh noises, the mood of the music determining the style and coloring of the

painting. The ethical question for the painter is the issue of what is a real painting,

the uglier work that results from Newman’s use of bongos or a jackhammer, in

which he controls the sounds fed to the machine, or those in which a pre-recorded

soundtrack determines the results. Once he becomes highly successful from the

sale of the canvases created from recordings, Newman turns into an elaborately

pretentious artist, only to meet his demise at the hands of the painting machine,

whose huge anthropomorphic arms kill Newman. The irony here lies in the fact

that Tinguely himself had, relatively quickly, become an artistic stereotype in

American popular culture.

                                                
163 An additional character of a woman shooting balloons filled with paint that mark a canvas in
splashes of color is a satire of Niki de Saint-Phalle’s shooting pieces, leaving no doubt as to the
figure on whom Paul Newman’s character is based. In the 1960s Saint-Phalle, Tinguely’s wife,
staged a series of performance events involving shooting sculptures with embedded balloon of
paint.
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The paradox of mocking a contemporary artist whose popular reputation

was based on his own irreverent attitudes toward the clichés of modern art is

striking.  Whereas What A Way to Go! parodied assumptions about the absurdity

of contemporary art using Tinguely as a model, Klein’s participation in the film

Mondo Cane proved much more damaging. In July 1961 Klein was filmed

recreating his famous performance of Anthropometries accompanied by the

Monotone Symphony. The filmmakers took the performance completely out of

context, depicted a greatly shortened sequence of the event and removed the

original score, replacing it with the soundtrack of a popular American song. Klein

was transformed into a cartoonish figure, his seriousness and lack of irony turned

against him to comical effect. Mondo Cane consisted of a series of other oddities,

including sequences of people eating insects and drinking blood, which reduced

Klein’s art to ridicule by association.164 Certainly Klein and Tinguely were no

more immune to the popular derisive caricatures of avant-garde artists than the

Abstract Expressionists from which they sought to distance themselves. Kinetic

art in particular became the butt of many cartoons, although usually it was the

machines that were ridiculed and not the artists who created them.165

Yet, despite the fact that Tinguely’s meta-matics epitomized a populist

notion of the ridiculousness of contemporary art, they did offer a complicated, if

                                                
164 McEvilley, “Yves Klein: Conquistador of the Void,” 76.

165 George Melly’s collection of cartoons about modern art demonstrates the range of ridicule
towards various forms of art. While Abstract Expressionist paintings were mocked for their
apparent repetitiveness and ease of production, kinetic art was generally derided for breaking
down and creating unwelcome noise. See George Melly, A Child of Six Could Do It! Cartoons
About Modern Art exh. cat. (London: The Tate Gallery, 1973).
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somewhat ambiguous questioning of the potential impact of technology on art.

Tinguely’s meta-matics are ironic in that they represent mechanical creation but

not mechanical reproduction: no two drawings are alike. They are machines that

create unique works, an antithesis to the very function of a machine, whose value

is based on its ability to reproduce the same object flawlessly again and again.

Tinguely subverts the role of the machine by allowing it to make

“authentic” paintings. Originally, Tinguely signed the drawings created by the

meta-matics, but he then reverted to printing the drawing paper with the words

“Painted in collaboration with machine No. . . .”, shifting the emphasis from the

work being an “original” Tinguely, to the work being an original creation of the

viewer and the machine. In 1960 Tinguely produced a numbered edition of

detailed plans for a “do-it-yourself” meta-mechanical wall sculpture, an

interesting idea of sharing credit, invention, and creative process. One does not

need to buy an original Tinguely; instead, one can simply make one’s own, which

the artist would grant as an original piece. Yet, the viewer/maker is not really

liberated in the process of making the work, for the work is still a commodity

attached to the name of an artist through whose reputation the value of the work

will always be determined, whether it is a concrete monetary value or a

conceptual value. Tinguely’s presentation prevents the viewer from claiming

authorship of the work. Even if it is a drawing that is not signed by Tinguely, it

will always have been made possible by the hand of a Tinguely machine.

Hultén mentions but does not expound upon the fact that Tinguely filed a

patent on his “appliance to draw and paint” with the French government, claiming
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that the apparatus allowed for the realization of abstract drawings or paintings

important enough to be exhibited and collected.166 On the surface the patent

application demonstrates a recognition of these works as an invention, as

something new and innovative, and Tinguely intended the meta-matics to break

down barriers surrounding art, life, and machines. Yet, patents by their very

definition assure the inventor the sole right to make, use, and sell his invention for

a certain period of time. The meta-matics, despite the “freedom” implied by their

ability to be used by anyone to create “real” works of art, are in effect also very

restrictive, in that they reduce artistic creativity to an assembly-line like

production determined by quantity as well as quality. In addition, many of

Tinguely’s meta-matics were coin operated, requiring the viewer to pay for the

experience and product produced.167

Tinguely maintained that he viewed the meta-matic sculptures at the time

that they were made, particularly in the case of Metamatic No. 17, as machines of

combat, although he acknowledged that this work had become an amusement.168

Problematic in Tinguely’s work is the fine line that his ideas and their three-
                                                
166 “Jean Tinguely Brevet d’invention” reprinted in Zero (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1973),
127.

When asked about connections between his patenting of the meta-matic and Duchamp’s
production of the Rotoreliefs, Tinguely denied any direct association. Instead, he named Iris Clert
as the originator of the patent idea. Tinguely in interview with Dieter Daniels, “Often Neglected,”
164.

167 Jean Yves Mock notes that for the sum of 350 francs, which pays for the paper and the colors,
one can buy an “original drawing” produced by the “sculpture-machine.” In “Tinguely at the
Galerie Iris Clert,” 30.

168 1991 interview between Jean Tinguely and Jean-Pierre Keller. Reprinted in Jean-Pierre Keller,
Tinguely et le mystère de la roue manquante (Geneva: Éditions Zoé, 1992), 148.
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dimensional realizations mark between distraction as merely entertainment and

the potential for re-examination of the roles of art, technology, and society.

Tinguely’s lack of substantial writing and his willingness to participate in the art

system make this line all the more ambiguous.

REVIVAL OF ALFRED JARRY AND RAYMOND ROUSSEL

Tinguely’s meta-matics were part of a milieu of artistic activity in the late

1950s and into the 1960s that questioned the role of the artist as genius, critiqued

the overt commercialization of both art work and artists’ personalities as products,

and in some cases offered an alternative to the existing art structure. A more

playful, but no less serious, context can also be found for the absurdist and erotic

aspect of Tinguely’s drawing machines, located directly in Paris with the revival

of interest in the writings of Alfred Jarry and Raymond Roussel.169

                                                
169 Roussel’s name was still only known among a relatively small group of writers and artists in
France at this time. In 1963 John Ashbery wrote:

Raymond Roussel’s name does not yet mean very much in America; it means almost as
little in France, where he is remembered as an amiable eccentric, the author of naïve
plays which intrigued the Surrealists. And yet in spite of the fact that the public has
always regarded him as a curiosity, some of France’s leading modern writers and artists,
from Gide and Cocteau to Duchamp and Giacometti, from the Surrealists to the school of
the nouveau roman, have considered him a genius.

John Ashbery, “On Raymond Roussel,” (1962) reprinted in Michel Foucault, Death and the
Labyrinth: The World of Raymond Roussel (Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Company, Inc.,
1986), xiii.

In the years following World War I, the Surrealists were fascinated with Roussel in relation to the
process of automatic writing. In the years from 1950 to 1960 Roussel’s unique problematizing of
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When Tinguely’s meta-matics were shown in 1959, several writers noted

that half a century earlier Roussel had described a machine that could paint and

draw without the intervention of the human hand.170 Indeed, both Jarry and

Roussel had created literary painting machines. The creative devices are seen in

Jarry’s Exploits and Opinions of Dr. Faustroll, Pataphysician (1898) and Le

Surmâle (1902) and in Roussel’s Impressions d’Afrique (1910) and Locus Solus

(1914). While Tinguely never spoke directly of any connection between his ideas

and those of Roussel and Jarry, he did not deny the relationship when the

association was made. The company he kept in Paris suggests that he would

certainly have been exposed to these writers’ works, if not directly influenced by

them.171

Roussel’s remarkable novel and subsequent play Impressions d’Afrique

was already well-known to Paris’ older generation of avant-garde artists. In 1912

Marcel Duchamp, Guillaume Apolinaire, and Francis Picabia attended a

performance based on Roussel’s book, an evening that would turn out to be quite

influential for the group.172  Impressions d’Afrique is the story of an elaborate gala
                                                                                                                                    
language and word structure led to a revival of interest in his work among the members of
nouveau roman movement, which was focused on the problem of the relationship of literature and
linguistic structure. Foucault, Death and the Labyrinth, 176.

170 See Robert Lebel and Raymond Grandjean’s comments in Lévêque, “Proces de
l’automatisme,” np.

171 In an interview with Alain Jouffroy, Jouffroy makes a reference to Tinguely’s “perfectly
useless machines, à la Raymond Roussel.” Tinguely does not address the Roussel connection that
Jouffroy raises, saying only that it is necessary for him to assure his machines' uselessness.
Jouffroy, “Jean Tinguely,” 40.

172 There is some debate as to who attended the performance with Duchamp. Calvin Tomkins
discusses the confusion as to whether Apollinaire was actually in attendance that evening or not
based on Duchamp’s own conflicting accounts of the evening. Calvin Tomkins, Duchamp: A
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to celebrate the coronation of an African king with the crown of a defeated,

neighboring country. The festival is created by a group of shipwrecked Europeans

who happen to be circus performers and scientists and consists of a series of

sensational events, each more fantastic than the next, without any narrative

continuity. Yet, uniting them all is a series of primitive machines involving

intricate sets of structures designed to produce art or music.

Roussel created a music machine in the form of a large worm that by

convulsing its body releases drops of water from a trough, which in turn fall onto

the strings of a zither in exact patterns, producing musical compositions. Another

example is a tapestry machine, consisting of a paddle-driven loom suspended over

a rushing stream that weaves a luminous, complex image of the flood scene from

the Bible. And there is a painting machine, created by the character Louise

Montalescot, herself a human-machine hybrid with surgically implanted lung

tubes. Consisting of a photosensitive plate attached to a wheel mounted with

many brushes, the machine is activated when landscape images fall onto the plate

and are registered and transmitted to the mechanism that drives the brushes,

which, in turn, record the image in paint on canvas:

The brown plate alone set the whole process in motion, by means of a
system based on the principle of electro-magnetisation. In spite of the
absence of any lens, the polished surface, owing to its extreme sensitivity,
received enormously powerful light-impressions, which it transmitted by
means of the countless wires inserted in the back to activate the whole

                                                                                                                                    
Biography (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1996), 90-91. Linda Henderson also addresses
who attended and when in Duchamp in Context, 33.
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mechanism contained within the sphere, whose circumference must have
measured more than a yard.173

This painting machine is visualized in Jean Ferry’s homage to Roussel,

L’Afrique des impressions (1967), as a paintbrush studded wheel (fig. 29). The

machine is manipulated by a spherical automaton that daubs paint from a

traditional palette onto canvas and is programmed to duplicate the trees of the

surrounding landscape:

According to the disclosures of Louise, the sphere contained a second
rectangular plate, fitted with another network of wires, conveying the
polychromatic sensations of the first, and, through this thin metal wheel
moved from section to section, while the current it set up drove a complete
series of crank arms, pistons and rollers by electricity.174

By automating the production of art, the machine arrives at a result in which the

structure of the image is completely disconnected from the psychological and

emotional structure of the person who initiates the art and sets the machine in

motion. Roussel’s machine, like Tinguely’s, questions notions of authenticity

since the result no longer bears the mark of its author. The story of Impressions

d’Afrique is punctuated by images that ridicule a Western rationalism built on the

necessity of logical connections. For example, set in the center of the African

village is a statue of Immanuel Kant, portrayed as a kind of burlesque thinking

machine: when a trained magpie perches on a lever next to the statue, intense

                                                
173 Raymond Roussel, Impressions d’Afrique, trans. Lindy Foord and Rayner Heppenstall (1910;
Reprint. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1967), 146.

174 Ibid. For a discussion of Roussel’s sources in contemporary experimentation in wireless
transmission and electricity see Henderson, Duchamp in Context, 51-57.
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lights inside the philosopher’s head are suddenly switched on in a parody of the

blinding onset of reason.175

Roussel’s second art-making machine, a skeletal device suspended from

an airborne balloon, can be found in Locus Solus (fig. 30). Controlled by Martial

Canterel, a scientist and the master of a secluded estate near Paris, the machine or

“paving-beetle” moves over a horizontal surface in the master’s garden to create a

mosaic depicting a melancholic warrior.176 Made entirely of human teeth of

different natural colors (brown, yellow, bluish-white, black, and blood-stained),

the mosaic is set down according to the program laid out in advance by the

machine’s master and powered by wind and sun (whose patterns are known and

mapped beforehand by Canterel). This literary demonstration of the creations of

“a work of aesthetic merit solely due to the combined efforts of the sun and wind”

reinforced Roussel’s ironic challenge to virtuoso artistic creation set forth in

Impressions d’Afrique.177 It is important to note that Roussel’s attitude towards

machines was not one of admiration but of irony; he used scientific methods to

produce absurd and comical results.

 Less well-known was Jarry’s painting machine, buried in the text of his

Exploits and Opinions of Doctor Faustroll, Pataphysician. This far more

sexualized mechanism spins through the iron hall of the Palace of Machines alone

                                                
175 Krauss, Passages in Modern Sculpture, 70-1.

176 Raymond Roussel, Locus Solus, trans. Rupert Copeland Cuningham (1914; Reprint. Berkeley:
University of California, 1970), 24.

177 Ibid., 31.
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in the abandoned city of Paris. Swaying and veering in infinitely varied directions,

the machine blows “onto the walls’ canvas the succession of primary colors

ranged according to the tubes of its stomach, like a pousse-l’amour in a bar . . .

the unforeseen beast Clinamen ejaculated onto the walls of its universe.”178 The

machine creates thirteen paintings in this rather aggressive manner. The choice of

venue for this painting activity bears an interesting relation to Tinguely’s later

interest in older machine aesthetics and modes of display. The halls of machines

at World’s Fairs and the Musée des Arts et Metiers in Paris provided displays of

either static or impotent machines; mechanical creations reduced to merely

representing the action of which they are capable. These stand in marked contrast

to Jarry’s vigorous painting machine, a colorful, mocking commentary on the

uselessness of machines in this condition.

While the ironic content in Jarry and Roussel’s painting machines

translated well into Tinguely’s own physical inventions, there is a key difference

between the ideas that illustrate the thinking of a writer versus an artist.

Tinguely’s meta-matics work through a system of basic mechanical devices,

whereas Roussel and Jarry’s mechanisms, while described in a probable and

concrete manner, require fantastic materials or processes in order to actually

work. This is particularly true in the case of Roussel’s creations, in which the

writer makes use of magnetism, meteorological science, oxygenation of liquids,

nerve tension, etc., in their known forms, but raised to a superior power, usually

                                                
178 Alfred Jarry, Exploits and Opinions of Doctor Faustroll, Pataphysician, trans. Simon Watson
Taylor (Boston: Exact Change: 1996), 88-89.
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by postulating the use of new substances, such as bexium, erythritis, ressurrectine,

and so forth.179

Roussel thought of writing as a kind of game for which he devised an

elaborate and binding set of rules, and Impressions and Locus Solus were

constructed from transformations of a text by means of puns or homophones.180

This game, based on a ritualistic exercise of punning, became the obscure and

hidden machine by which he constructed his work.181 Duchamp was experiencing

at this same time his own brand of restlessness and impatience with an art that

celebrated rationalism. The automatism of the construction of Roussel’s text was

only one important aspect of Roussel’s work for Duchamp.182

                                                
179 Marcel Jean, The History of Surrealist Painting, trans. by Simon Watson Taylor (New York:
Grove Press, Inc. 1960), 107.

180 Caroline Jones notes the importance of the role of male and female in Roussel’s painting
machines, claiming that the machine in Locus Solus is female by virtue of its name—La hie ou la
demoiselle—which in turn functions as a complex chain of puns. The name of this painting
machine is the result of a simple letter substitution, by which “demoiselle à prétendent” becomes,
by removing the “p” and pronouncing the phrase aloud, “demoiselle à reitre en dents” (or “young
lady to repeat in teeth”). The sexualization of machines will be touched on briefly in this
dissertation as it relates to Tinguely’s works and the connection to Duchamp, Roussel and Jarry. It
is an enormous topic in and of itself that has been addressed by Caroline Jones and Christine
Poggi. Caroline Jones, Painting Machines: Industrial Image and Process in Contemporary Art
exh. cat. (Seattle: University of Washington Press for Boston University Art Gallery, 1997), 9, fn
15 p. 29. See also Christine Poggi, “Dreams of Metallized Flesh: Futurism and the Masculine
Body,” Modernism/Modernity 4 (September 1997): 19-44.

181 Krauss, Passages in Modern Sculpture, 76. The posthumously released book Comment j’ai
écrit certains de mes livres (How I Wrote Some of My Books), (1935) revealed the codes to
Roussel’s mechanistic linguistic construction.

182 Calvin Tomkins states that Impressions d’Afrique had a considerable influence on Duchamp’s
subsequent thinking about the Large Glass: “Duchamp has even said that the play was responsible
for the Glass and that Roussel ‘showed me the way’.” Tomkins, The Bride and the Bachelors, 32.
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Many of Roussel’s most imaginative machines would have appealed to

Duchamp for their inventiveness, ironic commentary on technology, and

combination of contemporary science and absurdity.183 As the scientific intellect

behind an artist as well as the engineer of a painting machine, Louise’s character

represents a challenge to the primacy of the artist’s touch. As such, she extends

Roussel’s discussions of musical virtuosity and chance to the realm of art,

highlighting issues that were central to Duchamp’s thinking in this period that

would ultimately lead to the creation of his first Readymades in 1913-14.184

Critical for Duchamp at this moment was Roussel’s interest in mechanical

replacements for the hand of the virtuoso musician or artists.185

Duchamp’s admiration of Roussel was critical to the strong re-emergence

of interest in the writer in the 1950s. As Linda Henderson has pointed out, after

Duchamp’s mention of Roussel in his 1946 interview with James Johnson

Sweeney, Roussel’s name came up frequently in published conversations.186 The

impact of the Surrealist fascination with Jarry and Roussel should not go

unmentioned either. In addition to Duchamp’s attention, both Jarry and Roussel

received significant re-examination by academicians, writers, and publishers in

                                                
183 See Henderson’s discussion of the impact of Roussel’s mechanical creations and playful use of
science on Duchamp in Duchamp in Context, 51-57.

184 Ibid., 55.

185 Ibid., 57.

186 For Duchamp’s references to Roussel in later interviews, see the index to Serge Stauffer, ed.,
Marcel Duchamp: Interviews and Statements (Stuttgart: Cantz, 1992). Henderson, Duchamp in
Context, 51.
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the 1950s and 1960s. Both Impressions d’Afrique and Locus Solus were reprinted

in Paris in 1963, while Exploits and Opinions of Dr. Faustroll Pataphysician was

reprinted in Paris in 1955. Jarry’s pataphysics were being examined in Paris by

the mid-1950s, during which time the Collége de ‘Pataphysique was formed.

Roger Shattuck’s histories of Jarry’s writings and explanation of his pataphysics

systems in the early 1960s introduced Jarry’s work to a larger English-reading

public.187 Paris in the 1960s witnessed a great number of publications dedicated to

analyzing Roussel’s writings, including books by John Ashbery and Michel

Foucault, as well as the incredibly detailed illustrated guide to L’Afrique des

impressions by Jean Ferry, who had published one of the earliest studies on

Roussel in 1953.188

In addition to histories on Roussel and Jarry, a group of writers and

mathematicians formed in Paris during this period to further literary

experimentation based on the structures set forth by these authors. OuLiPo was
                                                
187 See S. Lie, “De Lord Kelvin à Jarry,” Cahiers du Collége de ‘Pataphysique, nos. 22-23
(1956): 111-14; G. Petitfaux, “Des bulles de savon de boys à l’as de Faustroll,” Cahiers du
Collège de ‘Pataphysique, nos. 22-23 (1956): 45-49; Roger Shattuck and Simon Watson Taylor,
eds. Evergreen Review 4, no. 13 (May-June 1960): 24-192, issue devoted to the College de
‘Pataphysique; and Roger Shattuck and Simon Watson Taylor, ed. Selected Works of Alfred Jarry
(New York: Grove Press, 1965).

188 See John Ashbery, “Les versions scéniques d’Impressions d’Afrique et de Locus Solus,”
Bizarre no. 34-35 (1964): 19-30; Jean Ferry, L’Afrique des impressions: petit guide pratique à
l’usage du voyager (Paris: Jean-Jacques Pauvert, 1967) and Une etude sur Raymond Roussel
(Paris: Arcanes, 1953); Foucault, Death and the Labyrinth; and for American interpretations
during this period see Rayner Heppenstall, Raymond Roussel: A Critical Study (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1967); and Michel Leiris, “Conception and Reality in the Work of
Raymond Roussel” Art & Literature no. 2 (Summer 1964): 12-26. American readers would have
also have had the opportunity to read excepts of Impressions d’Afrique in the magazine View,
which, while not an official organ of the Surrealist movement, did provided gradual penetration
into American intellectual like of the ideas and themes of Surrealism. Marcel Jean, The History of
Surrealist Painting, 318.
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founded in 1960 by the novelist and poet Raymond Queneau and

mathematician/chess-player Francois Le Lionnais, originally to investigate the

possibilities of incorporating mathematical structures into the process of literary

creation. They soon widened their investigation beyond mathematics to include

all forms of artificial restriction in literature.189 OuLiPo is an acronym for

“Ouvroir de littérature potentielle,” or “Workshop of Potential Literature,” and

dedicated itself to all aspects of “constrictive form” in writing, from simple forms

like the sonnet to an entire novel written with words lacking the letter “e.”

Producing results through rather mechanical processes, OuLiPo members invent

forms, or rediscover old forms, that are difficult to use so that these will be

available to other writers, in a kind of contribution made to the potentiality of

literature.190 Dedicated to the literary experimentation of Roussel and Jarry,

among others, OuLiPo was once a sub-committee of the Collège de

‘Pataphysique.

Most interestingly in relation to Tinguely and his immediate context were

two of OuLiPo’s members: Marcel Duchamp and Harry Mathews. Duchamp’s

relationship to Tinguely is well recognized, but his connection to Harry Mathews

furthers the context of Tinguely’s work in terms of a European literary avant-

garde. Mathews, an ex-patriot writer living in Paris, was the first husband of Niki

de Saint-Phalle, and in fact, still married to Saint-Phalle when she and Tinguely

began their long-term personal and professional partnership.

                                                
189 Alastair Brotchie, OuLiPo Laboratory (Bath: Bath Press, 1995), ix.

190 John Ashbery, “An Interview with Harry Mathews,” Review of Contemporary Fiction 7, no. 3
(Fall 1987): 40.
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In 1962 Mathews published The Conversions, a farcical novel written in

the vein of Roussel, involving a search for the history of a ritual adze, an ancient

engraved weapon. The narrator meets a slew of strange characters in his world-

wide journey to answer questions about the instrument, including a French

painter, who utilizes a painting machine to achieve his unusual color

combinations. Instruments and machines are prominently featured throughout the

story, with long descriptions of their complicated uses. Like Impressions

d’Afrique, there are often literary contrivances such as made-up languages and

senseless word poems.

It is the link to Tinguely, who is obviously the model for Mathews’ French

painter, and to Roussel’s particular use of painting machines that is illuminating.

The painter in the novel, a man named M. Félix Namque, paints in a seemingly

traditional manner, occasionally slipping behind a gray velvet curtain with a lens-

tipped tube protruding from a slit in the curtain. Whenever he retreats behind the

barrier, a faint hum occurs. Mathews provides a highly detailed description of M.

Namque’s equally elaborate painting machine:

Félix explained how the machine functions. The image received by the
lens in the studio was transmitted throughout the trident-shaped tubes by a
series of mirrors fixed within them. The transmitted images underwent
two alterations. As it passed down the left-hand shaft, appropriate bulbs in
the metal cups, which opened on the shaft’s interior, subjected the image
to a battery of adverse colored lights that acted as an optical sieve,
straining all natural color out. The image at this stage was observable in
the viewer surmounting the central shaft of tubing; the primary function of
this viewer was to determine by observation exactly which lights were
needed to reduce the colored image to grayness .  .  .

Thus neutralized, the image entered the right-hand shaft of tube. Again it
was subjected to a series of colored lights, but, in distinction to the first
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set, these infused new colors into the image. The recolored image
appeared in the viewer on the right, while the switches below it controlled
the second group of lights.191

Called a chromaturge, the painting machine required only one decision of

its operator in order to produce freshly painting images: the choice of color-

infusing lamps, or “projectors.” Like Tinguely’s meta-matics, the choice of color

is one of the few variables controlled by the user. With a built-in palette of eleven

colors chosen by the artist, the next question of choice involved how to pick from

this sequence of colors the ones to be used for a particular painting. As Mathews

explains:

Félix was again averse to letting choice or taste decide. He considered
many systematic approaches, based on the size, shape, age, sex and
chemistry of the subject to be painted. In the end he discarded them all as
unsatisfactory. The painting, he decided, had its own independent
existence; therefore the painting, not the subject would determine the
colors.192

In an ironic twist on the fundamental question of who, or what, is actually

“painting”, i.e. making the combination of aesthetic decisions and physical

actions that determine a work of art, Mathews explains:

Félix considered three facts to be of fundamental relevance to the
painting’s existence: the date and hour of the painting’s “birth,” the phase
of the moon at the time of the painting’s “conception,” and its price. He
used the figures representing these facts as his color-scheme. The only
option he permitted himself was the number of colors employed. The
exploitation of all three facts usually brought all eleven colors into play,
albeit in descending order of importance, while the use of one or two

                                                
191 Harry Mathews, The Conversions , (1962), reprinted in The Sinking of the Odradek Stadium
and Other Novels (New York: Harper and Row, 1975), 123-4.

192 Ibid., 125.
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elements, or even a part of the first one (the date without the hour) allowed
of a simpler color-scheme.193

Mathews mocks not only the seriousness with which the artistic process is

traditionally held and the incomprehensibility of artistic choices for an average

public, but he also parodies the immense publicity surrounding Tinguely’s own

meta-matics. For many in the general public, who missed the ironic content of

Tinguely’s meta-matics, the machines represented the epitome not only of a

useless machine, but also the uselessness and theatricality of modern painting.

While Mathews’ references can be applied to the larger scope of contemporary

art, the specificity of his choices clearly anchors Tinguely’s work within a

Rousselian context. As additional evidence of Mathews’ inclusion of personal

anecdotes into his writing, woven into the narrative of this chapter of the novel is

a reference to the protagonist’s wife, “who had recently begun proceedings

against me for divorce,” perhaps a not too subtle reference to Mathews’ own

situation.

In an interview with Mathews, John Ashbery mentions that he had

introduced Roussel’s writing to Mathews in 1956, although it was Kenneth Koch

who should be credited for originally discovering Roussel and introducing the

work to American writers.194 In the early 1960s Tinguely would go on to work on

a series of collaborations with Koch, yet another direct source of Rousselian

inspiration. Ashbery notes that Mathews’ involvement with OuLiPo and the

                                                
193 Ibid., 126.

194 Ashbery, “An Interview with Harry Mathews,” 38.
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discovery of Roussel’s processes and writing were factors at that time that most

greatly influenced Mathews’ work. Emphasizing the liberating freedom inherent

in Roussel’s prose techniques, Mathews states:

In Roussel, and in Oulipian work, you’re forced to do things you wouldn’t
otherwise, and this brings a great deal of freshness to them. One thing that
I was inspired by in Roussel, most obviously in The Conversation, is that
incredible voice, that very neutral, apparently indifferent tone in which the
most insane things are said.195

Mathews’ dead-pan style of relaying the details of the mechanism and the

experience of the painting machine’s performance is a clear homage to Roussel’s

method of describing the most absurd contraptions in the unemotional wording of

a patent application. The infusion of machines with fantasy and absurdity was

heightened through the deliberate connection between the organic and mechanical

realms and was manifested in an often erotically charged presentation.

“BACHELOR MACHINES”

In the mid-1950s the French scholar Michel Carrouges identified a late

nineteenth and early twentieth-century artistic and literary interest in what he

termed, borrowing a phrase from Duchamp, “bachelor machines.” For Carrouges

the phrase signified an apparatus with sexual associations in which energy is

closed in a circuit upon itself and normal biological procreation is denied.

Carrouges’ prime example was the complex electro-mechanical system of

                                                
195 Ibid., 44.
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Duchamp’s Large Glass, supported by the context of numerous human-machine

hybrids in the writings of Roussel and Jarry. As Duchamp himself has stated,

“The composition [of the Large Glass] obviously partakes of an attitude toward

machines, an attitude not in the least admiring but ironic, which I must share with

Raymond Roussel, as manifested for me in the production of his Impressions of

Africa.”196

Within Roussel’s play, as well as in the writings of Jarry, certain machines

carry sexual, or at least erotic, overtones. Much has been written about the erotic

nature of some of Tinguely’s machines, particularly his matte-black creations

after 1963 in which the movement is centered on the act of repetition, with a

strong visual reference to frustrated copulation and/or masturbation. This

particular aspect of his work is mentioned at this point to add another contextual

layer to understanding the larger European literary and artistic milieu within

which Tinguely was working.197 For example, Hultén notes that the machine-

eroticism that we find in Tinguely’s work is a theme first elaborated in the

writings of Poe, Villiers de l’Isle Adam, Roussel, and others, as an ironic blend of

eroticism and sadism with ideas about magic powers and the “superman.”198 In Le

Surmâle, Jarry wrote: “In this age when metal and machines are all-powerful,

man, if he is to survive, must become stronger than the machine, just as he

                                                
196 Hultén, The Machine, 80.

197 For information on eroticism in Tinguely’s machines see Hultén, Méta; Doerr, “Jean
Tinguely”; Burnham, Beyond Modern Sculpture; Jones, Painting Machines; and Harold
Szeemann, Les machines célibataires exh. cat. (Venice: Alfieri, 1975).

198 Hultén, The Machine, 11.
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became stronger than the beasts.”199 Le Surmâle shows the human being

transformed into a machine for making love, as well as the creation of a

“machine-to-inspire-love.” Jarry’s hero, André Marceuil, wins a ten-thousand

mile nonstop bicycle race against a five-man team and a steam locomotive, then

establishes a record for orgasmic activity during a twenty-four hour period.

Marcueil’s machine-like sexual prowess is countered in the final chapter of Le

Surmâle by a “machine-to-inspire-love” intended to induce romantic feelings in

Marcueil, but with the disastrous result of the machine ultimately falling in love

with him.

In the novel Jarry introduces the character of William Elsen, an American

chemist and the inventor of “Perpetual-Motion-Food” that fueled the bicycle

team.200 The idea of turning men into perpetual motion machines translates into

Tinguely’s creation of anthropomorphic machines whose endlessly repeating

motions are fueled by electricity, and whose noisy and hesitant actions are ironic

reminders of the near-impossibility of achieving perpetual motion. Jarry’s

sexualized human-machine analogies would have a powerful impact on

Duchamp’s Large Glass, and in turn on Tinguely.201

Tinguely spent a large part of 1964 developing the new types of

movement that he had begun to explore in his monumental sculpture Eureka. He

constructed a series of chariots––or chars, as he referred to them––that ran

                                                
199 Jarry, Le Surmâle, 79.

200 Ibid., 5.

201 See Henderson for the impact of Jarry’s Le Surmâle on Duchamp. Duchamp in Context, 49-51.
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continually back and forth on a series of tracks. M. K. III, which contains this

char element, is a perfect example of the eroticism of Tinguely’s machines of this

period and the manner in which its anthropomorphic movements lend it an

absurdist quality. Humor becomes an important component of the machine’s

performance. Moving back and forth along tracks, always in motion yet never

progressing, the work bears a strong resemblance to Duchamp’s Chariot in the

bachelor’s realm of the Large Glass.202

As Duchamp describes in his notes, the Chariot is part of the mechanical

system of the Bachelor Apparatus, and its jerky horizontal movement is intended

to be humorous because of its anthropomorphic and sexual connotations.

Duchamp’s Chariot serves as an ironic mechanism, a sexual perpetual-motion

machine that glides back and forth continuously.203 Roussel provides an important

source for this particular apparatus in the Large Glass. In Roussel’s Impressions

of Africa, Louise Montalescot, the human-machine hybrid, creates a whalebone

statue of the Helot rolling on a carriage on gelatinous rails. The back and forth

motion of the Helot’s carriage on its rails serves as a prototype of Duchamp’s

Chariot or Glider in the lower section of the Large Glass.204 Roussel’s ironic

                                                
202 It is important to note that Tinguely had accompanied Duchamp on a visit to see the Arnsberg
Collection in Philadelphia in 1960, and would have seen the Large Glass with Duchamp. In an
interview with Dieter Daniels, Tinguely mentions that Duchamp “explained everything to me.”
Daniels, “Often Neglected,” 157.

203 See Henderson, Duchamp in Context, 158-59 for a description of the Chariot mechanism.

204 See Henderson’s discussion of the links between Roussel and Duchamp’s Chariot, Duchamp in
Context, 53.
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parodying of scientific methods to create absurdist machines thus stands behind

the works of both Duchamp and Tinguely.

Mechanical elements in the human realm were a source of comedy for

Henri Bergson, who in 1900 set forth his theories on this subject in his essay on

laughter, Le Rire. According to Bergson, “The attitudes, gestures, and movements

of the human body are laughable in exact proportion as that body reminds us of a

simple machine.” Discussing the drawings of “comic artists,” in particular, he

continues: “The more exactly these two images, that of a person and that of a

machine, fit into each other, the more striking is the comic effect.”205 Tinguely

exploited the absurdity of the human-machine analogy as put forth by Bergson.

This link between humor, eroticism, and machine as witnessed in Duchamp’s

Chariot, and subsequently appropriated by Tinguely for his sculpture, appears

firmly rooted in the absurdist mechanical creations of Roussel and Jarry.

The painting machine tradition is strongly linked to these turn-of-the-

century “bachelor machines.”206 Roussel and Jarry provide a literary model for

mechanical performance, one in which the mechanized routine of art-making has

absurdist performative connotations. However, Tinguely’s art-making machines

have one crucial difference: they are dependent on a collaborative effort between

man and machine. Tinguely’s meta-matics effectively replace the human hand

with the automatism of the machine for the creation of art. These works do not

                                                
205 For these two statements see Henri Bergson, Laughter: An Essay on the Meaning of the Comix,
trans. Cloudesley Brereton and Fred Rothwell (New York: McMillan, 1991), pp. 29, 31; and
Bergson, Laughter, p. 84. Cited in Henderson, Duchamp in Context, 35.

206 Jones, Painting Machines, 9.
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completely replace the body, but mimic human action; they rely on the interaction

of humans to choose the parameters of the final artistic result. Yet the result is one

steeped in irony, absurdity, and theatrics and leads to Tinguely’s subsequent

exploration of sculpture in the tradition of “bachelor machines.”

OTHER ARTISTS’ INTEREST IN PAINTING MACHINES

The automatic nature of Tinguely’s mechanized painting processes

presented an ironic commentary on everything from Enlightenment automata to

the automatism of Surrealism. Describing Tinguely’s work, Caroline Jones states:

One could not help sensing in such mechanized art-making that the
performative body of the artist could easily be replaced by the machine.
The artist’s creative body was no longer divine. Like the machine, it had
become just so much meat. The art lay elsewhere, in the union of concept,
performance, and the object itself.207

Yet, there were other artists interested in the absurdity of mechanized painting as

well as the performative aspects of its creation. Other art historical contexts have

been proposed for Tinguely’s meta-matics, recognizing that other artists of that

moment were also experimenting with new forms of painting. Bruce Altshuler

notes possible precedents for both Tinguely’s meta-matic machines and Saint-

Phalle’s shooting of cannons and guns in work done by members of the Japanese

art movement Gutai from 1956 and 1957.208 Although there is no evidence to

                                                
207 Ibid., 17.

208 Bruce Altshuler, “Make it New!” Avant-Garde Exhibitions in the Twentieth-Century (New
York, Abrams, 1994.) Susan Hapgood, Neo-Dada, fn. p. 64.
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suggest this, it is not impossible that Tinguely may have been inspired by hearing

about the Gutai artist Akira Kanayama, who in 1957 attached a can of spray-paint

to a remote-controlled vehicle to create paintings in Japan, or perhaps Kanayama

had heard of Tinguely’s 1955 experiments.209 The French critic Michel Tapié

knew of Kanayama’s painting machines, and the Gutai journal was supposedly

widely distributed as well.210

It is most likely, however, that these were independent developments.

Kanayama produced a number of automatic and remote-controlled painting

devices in 1957 (fig. 31). In his works, tiny robots crawled across a prone canvas

and dribbled paint in mechanical mockery of the Abstract Expressionists’

expansive, angst-ridden gestures. Kanayama constructed what he considered to be

an objective means for creating paintings through mechanical intervention.

Instead of the intuitive dance of Pollock’s pours and drips, Kanayama made a

remote-controlled toy car that carried a container filled with paint. Under the

watchful eye of photographers and film-makers, he created paintings by directing

the car over vinyl-coated canvases. Rather than being in the painting as Pollock

had been, Kanayama worked outside of it, using a machine as a substitute for the

                                                                                                                                    

209 In a letter to Pontus Hultén dated January 16, 1964, Tinguely mentions meeting the leader of
the Gutai group while in Japan. Museum Jean Tinguely Archives, Basel.

210 Tapié became aware of the Gutai from their journals, given to him by the Japanese painter
Hisao Domoto, who was studying in Paris. Shinichiro Osaki, “Body and Place: Action in Postwar
Art in Japan,” Out of Actions. Between Performance and the Object 1949-1979, Paul Schimmel
exh. cat. (Los Angeles, The Museum of Contemporary Art, 1998), 17. In 1962 Tapié published
Avant-Garde Art in Japan, describing the abstract canvases of the Gutai members in relation to art
informel. See Michel Tapié, Avant-Garde Art in Japan (New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1962).
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human hand.211 Given the postwar explosion in Japanese industrial technology,

and the grinding demands of the Japanese workplace, Kanayama’s robot

calligraphers can be read as a critique of contemporary Japanese life as well.212

Similar ideas developed in Italy during the same period. A founding

member of the Situationist International, Giuseppe Pinot-Gallizio experimented

with seemingly endless rolls of paint-spattered canvas entitled Industrial

Paintings (fig. 32). Like the products of Kanayama’s robots, the surface of Pinot-

Gallizio’s paintings resembled the dripped-paint surfaces of Pollock’s canvases.

But Pinot-Gallizio’s canvases were displayed only partially unrolled from a sturdy

metal rack, spilling onto the floor with the implication that they continued forever.

Much as Kanayama’s pieces related to the specific economic climate of Japan,

Pinot-Gallizio’s work bore a complex relationship to the impoverished Italian

economy.213

The Situationist International (SI) was founded in 1957 at Cosio

d’Arroscia in northern Italy from the union of two avant-garde groups, the

International Movement for an Imaginist Bauhaus (MIBI, consisting of Asger

Jorn, Giuseppe Pinot-Gallizio, and others) and the Lettrist International (LI, led

by Guy Debord). MIBI itself originated from splits in the postwar COBRA group

                                                
211 Schimmel, “Leap into the Void,” 27.  For additional discussion of Kanayama’s works and the
Gutai Group as a whole see Alexandra Munroe, “To Challenge the Mid-Summer Sun: The Gutai
Group,” in Japanese Art After 1945: Scream Against the Sky, ed. Alexandra Munroe, exh. cat.
(New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1994), 83-124.

212 Jones, Painting Machines, 16.

213 Ibid.
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of artists, which Jorn had helped found. The same year as SI’s founding, Pinot-

Gallizio held an exhibition of his Caverna dell’animateria (Cavern of antimatter)

at the Galerie René Drouin in Paris.214 This was the culmination of his

experiments with industrial painting—rolls of canvas up to 145 meters in length,

produced mainly by hand, but also with the aid of painting machines and spray

guns with special resins devised by Pinot-Gallizio himself. The work was draped

around the gallery and was sold by the meter in lengths cut from the roll. Fashion

models clothed in his paintings interacted with the environment, which was

additionally altered by the use of lights, mirrors, perfumes, and sounds, whose

intensity would vary according to the movements of visitors.215 Pinot-Gallizio’s

use of the term “antimatter” is an indication of his desire to create an environment

separate from the world, and to produce an immateriality that was physical rather

than perceptual like Tinguely’s meta-mechanicals.216 His painting of this period

                                                
214 Pinot-Gallizio left the Situationist International in 1960 following the exclusion of the entire
artistic wing due to new political directions in the movement. He died in 1964, but his ideas were
passed on to a younger generations of artists in Turin who had known and spent time with him,
such as Mario Merz and Michelangelo Pisteletto. Mirella Bandini, “An Enormous and Unknown
Chemical Reaction: The Experimental Laboratory in Alba,” ed. Elisabeth Sussman, On the
Passage of a few people through a rather brief moment in time: The Situationist International
1957-1972 exh. cat. (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press for the Centre George Pompidou, Musée
National d'Art Moderne, Paris, 1989), 71.

215 Schimmel, Out of Actions, 51.

216 In 1928 physicist Paul Dirac theorized that for every particle that exists there is a
corresponding antiparticle, exactly matching the particle but with opposite charge. The idea of
antimatter led to speculation on the existence of a previously unknown universe of antimatter. As
has been seen with the idea of Relativity, visual artists at mid-century were fascinated with trying
to convey the mysteries of energy at the subatomic level. Salvador Dali even embraced the
terminology of particle physics in his 1959 Anti-Matter Manifesto. Pinot-Gallizio was one of
many artists responding to scientific discovery and vocabulary as models for visual representation.
In his unpublished text Explosive Propositions: Artists React to the Atomic Age, Stephen Petersen
discusses the implications of the atomic age for understanding mid-century artistic production.
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was both a parody of automation (which the SI viewed with hostile concern) and a

prototype of vast rolls of “urbanist” painting that could engulf whole cities.217

Jorn met Pinot-Gallizio in 1955, and together they established the

Experimental Laboratory as a prototype to the Imaginist Bauhaus. The

organization was libertarian in structure, without teachers or pupils, only

coworkers aiming to unite the arts. In this context Pinot-Gallizio began to develop

his new experimental paints and painting techniques, drawing on his background

as a chemist. Color was applied through the atomizers of spray guns using

synthetic resins, mocking the heroism of the Abstract Expressionist and

Informalist gesture, through a process of creating abstract works that was

disengaged and polydirectional. For Pinot-Gallizio, the economy of

standardization and quantity, of unending sameness, must be superceded by a

civilization marked by unending diversity; machines would be playful and free.

Rather than being used for banality and brainwashing, Pinot-Gallizio argued that

machines could be occupied in creating brightly painted freeways and massive

architectural and urban constructions, a utopian belief reminiscent of the Russian

Constructivists.

His exhibition in Paris was designed as the prototype cell of such a

civilization. The exhibition used mirrors and lights to create the effect of a

                                                                                                                                    

217 Sussman, On the Passage of a few people, 20, 21.

For a complete description of Pinot-Gallizio’s industrial paintings and the context in which they
were created, see Mirella Bandini, Pinot Gallizio e il Laboratorio Sperimentale d’Alba del
Movimento Internazionale per una Bauhaus Immaginista (1955-57) e dell’Internazionale
Situazionista (1957-60) exh. cat. (Torino: Galeria Civica d’Arte Moderna, 1974).
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labyrinth filled with violent colors, perfumes, and music, producing a drama that

would transform visitors into actors. Pinot-Gallizio’s aim, encouraged by Debord,

was to create in a single ambiance a prescriptive fragment of his totalizing futurist

vision.218

While there is no evidence to indicate that Tinguely would have known

Pinot-Gallizio’s work, or vice versa––although the Italian artist’s Paris exhibition

may have been a point of juncture––the two artists do appear to share an affinity

with the works and writings of Bruno Munari. Munari’s Manifesto del

Macchinismo, originally written in 1938 had been reprinted in Arte Concreta in

1952. Tinguely’s knowledge of the document has been discussed, but it seems

probable that Pinot-Gallizio would have been familiar with the work as well. Of

particular interest to Pinot-Gallizio would have been Munari’s call to give up

traditional techniques and materials of painting: “Oil paints must be replaced by

the welding torch, chemical reagents, chrome, rust, anodic colors, thermic

alterations. Canvas and frames must be replaced by metals, plastic materials,

rubber and synthetic resins.”219

Pinot-Gallizio’s experimentation with materials would be a key factor in

his industrial painting, which represented not only a new concept of art

                                                
218 Peter Wollen, “Bitter Victory: The Art and Politics of the Situationist International,” in
Sussman, On the Passage of a few people, 46, 50.

In addition to the Paris exhibition of his industrial paintings, Pinot-Gallizio also showed the works
in 1958 in Turin and Milan. Jean-Jacques Raspaud and Jean-Pierre Voyer, “Situationist Data
(Chronology),” in Sussman, On the Passage of a few people, 177, 178.

219 Bruno Munari, "Manifesto of Machinism, " 29.
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production, but also intended to rob art of its originality through the destruction of

its monetary value and its immediate consumption. Gallizio effectively presented

a détournement of the structures of artistic reification: namely, the galleries,

critics, and art collectors.220 His aim as part of the Situationists, was to use art as a

motivator in awakening societal awareness. It was far more specifically political

in intention than Tinguely’s work, although Tinguely did share the general

attitude expressed by Pinot-Gallizio in his 1959 Manifesto of Industrial Painting.

Despite the differences in political intensity and activity, Tinguely and

Pinot-Gallizio did share a similar attitude towards machines as a potential site of

poetry and creative freedom. Expressing these sentiments in his manifesto, Pinot-

Gallizio writes of the need to dominate the machine, and force it into unique,

useless, anti-economic, artistic gestures in order to create a new non-commercial

society based in poetry, magic, and artistry.221 He writes: “Industrial painting has

been the first tentative success of play with machines and the result was the

devaluation of the work of art.”222 He continues his treatise on the connection

between art and machines by linking the relationship specifically to performance:
                                                
220 Mirella Bandini, L’esthétique, le politique de Cobra à l’Internationale Situationniste (1948-
1957) (Marseille: Les éditions Via Vleriano, 1998), 7, 108.

Détournement is a term used by the Situationist International to describe the reuse of artistic
elements in a new ensemble, causing the loss of meaning for the original elements and the creation
of new meaning through the organization of new contexts. See “Situationist International
Definitions,” (1958) in Theories and Documents of Contemporary Art, ed. Kristine Stiles and
Peter Selz, 702-703.

221 Giuseppe Pinot-Gallizio, “Manifeste de la peinture industrielle—pour un art unitaire
applicable,” reprinted in Bandini, L’esthétique, le politique de Cobra à l’Internationale
Situationniste, 288.

222 Ibid., 290.
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Artistic production by these machines, bent docily to our will,[will] be so
great that we will not even have time to fix it in our minds: the machines
will remember for us. Other machines will intervene to destroy it all
determining situations of no-value: there were will no longer be specimen-
works of art but exchanges of ecstatic-artistic-air among populations. The
world will be the stage and the counter-stage for a continual performance;
the earth will be transformed into an immense funfair, creating new
emotions and passions.223

While Tinguely’s aim with the meta-matics was to devalue only a certain kind of

art that seemed old-fashioned (and certainly not to devalue his own), the

connections between machines, play, and uselessness were certainly goals of his

own, and inspired, in part, by the work and writing of Munari. Although Tinguely

and Pinot-Gallizio shared a belief in the machine as a potential source for social

change in the hands of the artist, their methods of supporting this message were

fundamentally different. Tinguely’s painting machines were openly ironic,

parodying and questioning the process and superiority of the artist’s hand. The

sculpture becomes a tool for replacing the artist, much like any industrial piece of

equipment replaces the laborer. For Pinot-Gallizio, the product was what was

displayed, not the devise that created it. The outcome of the machine, in this case,

is what is important. The absurdist qualities that dominated Tinguely’s drawing

machines overshadowed any underlying political content. The works were

promoted as revolutionary in the context of the art world, but not really discussed

on a social level.224

                                                
223 Reprinted in Paul Schimmel, “Leap into the Void,” 49.

224 See Hultén’s comments about the impact of Tinguely’s meta-matics being as important as
Duchamp’s Readymades, Méta, 80.
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The absurdist attributes of the meta-matics heightened their theatrical

qualities, a situation that Tinguely exaggerated in a performance event at the

Institute of Contemporary Art (ICA) in London in 1959 (fig. 33).225 Calvin

Tomkins’ description of the ensuing events confirms the artist’s indebtedness to

Dada and Futurist ideas of theater, but also points to subtle changes in the

performative function of Tinguely’s machines, changes that signaled the

beginning of his machines acting in staged performances. Tinguely had been

invited to give a lecture at the ICA, an opportunity the artist used to demonstrate

his interests in time, simultaneity and dematerialization through the guise of

absurdist theater, ideas that were developed through his meta-mechanical devices

and his friendships and collaborations with Hultén and Klein.

For the event he sat spotlit on a stage, while the audience listened to a

recorded text of Tinguely expounding in English on his ideas of movement as

static. Throughout the tape Tinguely’s pronunciation and grammar were

constantly corrected by an English woman. A duplicate of the tape was played

simultaneously, but slightly out of synch, establishing a chaos of voices that was

indecipherable and unpredictable. During intermission a young Parisian woman

dressed as cigarette-girl in a short skirt and fishnet stockings, vigorously chewed

gum while producing small abstract drawings on a hand-held meta-matic drawing

machine to the accompaniment of a Paul Anka recording of “I’m Just a Lonely

Boy.”

                                                
225 Tinguely was in London for his first exhibition in England at the Kaplan Gallery.
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Throughout the proceedings a large meta-matic sat onstage equipped with

a bicycle seat, pedals and handlebars to be used during the second half of the

event. Two young cycling-club champions, wearing t-shirts stenciled with the

word “Meta-Matic” competed to see who could cycle away a mile of paper, which

was simultaneously converted into an abstract painting, in the shortest time. In the

spirit of a New York Happening, the roll of paper, as it became a painting, sailed

into the audience in a large arc inundating the spectators in a sea of unexpected

chaos, only to be repeated momentarily by the second cyclist.226

Humor dominated the presentation rather than the shock or anger

associated with early Futurist and Dada performances, an intentional aspect of the

evening. Terry Hamilton, wife of the artist Richard Hamilton, recorded her

reactions, declaring the evening “gloriously funny” and “delightful.” The impact

of the performance was undoubtedly not lost on other members of the audience,

including the artist Gustav Metzger who would go on to utilize the medium of

performance to heighten the impact of his auto-destructive works in the 1960s.227

With this performance, for the first time Tinguely’s machines served not merely

as “useless machines,” but as integral “participants” in the performances, taking

on roles beyond the performative nature of their existence. Tinguely would

continue this line of investigation, which would ultimately culminate in his self-

                                                
226 Tomkins, The Bride and The Bachelors, 164–66. While Tinguely never makes a direct
connection between this performance event and Jarry, there is a parallel between the cyclists
“racing” on the meta-matics and the team of bicyclists fed Perpetual Motion Food and racing
against as express train in Jarry’s Le Sumâle.

227 Terry Hamilton’s description of the Tinguely’s ICA event is reprinted in Hultén’s Méta, along
with photographs she took of the performance, including shots of the audience, which show
Gustav Metzger in attendance. Hultén, Méta, 108–24.



111

destructing machine events such as Homage to New York in which the machines

themselves would become the “actors” rather than serving as tools for human

performers.

Tinguely’s meta-matics  served as a step toward an increasing

confrontation between the artist and the artistic and social culture of the late

1950s moving into the 1960s. It is clear in examining his meta-matics that

Tinguely was working on ideas that were pertinent not only to himself but to a

wider group of artists and writers. By incorporating mechanical means of drawing

lines and applying color, artists questioned the hegemony of abstract painting and

the process of creation. Tinguely’s meta-matics were thus part of a larger postwar

interest in redefining art. At the same time, the absurdist and performative aspects

of these machines came from particularly French literary sources of which

Tinguely would certainly have been aware. His interests in irony, humor, and

machines linked him firmly to Duchamp, a connection that would become

increasingly problematic as Tinguely’s constructions grew larger and his work

reached American audiences.
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CHAPTER 3

Homage to New York: The Growing Dada Connection

Tinguely’s meta-matics provided the impetus for his first gallery

exhibition in the United States in 1960. During his resulting trip to New York,

Tinguely realized his most famous, and in retrospect infamous, piece, Homage to

New York. This work came to define Tinguely as an artist, particularly in

America. The reception of this piece demonstrates the growing connections made

by American critics between Tinguely’s work and Dada, as well as the conflation

of Duchamp’s work with Dada principles and attitudes. For differing purposes,

critics and curators in both Paris and New York forced Duchamp into the

unwelcome role of the conceptual father of the so-called Neo-Dada artists of the

early 1960s. While Pierre Restany, the champion of the short-lived Parisian group

the Nouveaux Réalistes, understood and even promoted the association with Dada

as a positive connotation, the term was problematic for the reception of

Tinguely’s work in the United States. Attempts to label the emerging art

sensibilities of the period as Neo-Dada proved damaging to Tinguely and others

who fell within this category.

The response in the United States to mechanical performance, and kinetic

art as a whole, was less receptive than it was in Europe, belying a lack of

understanding of the European context within which Tinguely was working. In

1961 in his sweeping survey Movement in Art, Hultén attempted to further define
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the history of kinetic art from a particularly European perspective, a project he

had begun six years earlier in Le Mouvement. Hultén’s contribution to the history

of kinetic art establishes and perpetuates certain historical and conceptual lineages

in ways that go beyond the simplicity of Dada comparisons, grounding the

contemporary work in philosophical and political ideals that are ultimately

utopian in value.

THE U.S. RECEPTION OF  HOMAGE TO NEW YORK

Approximately 23 feet long and 27 feet high, Homage to New York was

composed of detritus collected at city dumps in New Jersey, including over 80

bicycle and baby carriage wheels, old motor parts, a piano, metal drums, an

addressograph machine, a child’s go-cart, and an enameled bathtub (figs. 34 and

35). Powered by fifteen motors controlled by eight timers or delay relays, the

entire structure was painted white. Intended actions included the inflating and

bursting of a meteorological balloon, the discharge of colored smoke, the creation

and destruction of meta-matic paintings, the smashing of bottles on a conveyor

system, the playing of the piano at different speeds by mechanical arms, as well as

numerous percussion noises made by various parts of the machine hitting each

other, and ultimately, the destruction of the work.

Homage to New York was conceived by Tinguely on his voyage by ship

across the Atlantic to the United States as a response to what he believed to be the

location where modern man was in closest contact with his mechanical creations:
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The skyscraper itself is a kind of machine. The American house is a
machine. I saw in my mind’s eye all those skyscrapers, those monster
buildings, all that magnificent accumulation of human power and vitality,
all that uneasiness, as though everyone were living on the edge of a
precipice, and I thought how nice it would be to make a little machine
there that would be conceived, like Chinese fireworks, in total anarchy and
freedom.228

Despite having no committed venue or agreement for staging such an event,

Tinguely chose the outdoor sculpture garden of the Museum of Modern Art as the

most appropriate locale. He was successful in securing this location after a series

of discussions with museum administrators and after receiving the support of art

critic Dore Ashton and MoMA curator Peter Selz, who was familiar with

Tinguely’s work from the Paris Biennale the year before.229

The staging of Homage to New York was indebted to Billy Klüver, an

artist and scientist working on laser research at Bell Laboratories. Together

Tinguely and Klüver scoured the dumps in New Jersey for materials and spent

three weeks building the piece, with Klüver and his colleagues at Bell Labs

constructing the timing and triggering devices to release smoke, ignite fire, and
                                                
228 Tomkins, The Bride and the Bachelors, 166.

229 Tomkins offers an interesting retelling of the events leading up to MoMA’s decision to hold
the performance at the museum, as well as the process of the piece’s installation and destruction.
Ibid., 167-182.

Pierre Restany wrote that Marcel Duchamp also helped to facilitate MoMA’s agreement to host
the work by speaking to his friend William Copley, who in turn had Sam Hunter, director of the
Jewish Museum, speak to Peter Selz. Pierre Restany, “Chelsea 1960,” Paris–New York exh. cat.
(Paris: Centre Georges Pompidou, Musée National d’Art Moderne, 1977), 145.

Sam Hunter had seen Tinguely’s work as early as 1958, when he wrote to James Thrall Soby to
“please look up a fascinating new Dada artist, Tanguely (sic) when you are next here. William
Copley can take you to his studio.” Postcard from Sam Hunter to James Thrall Soby, 1958, The
Museum of Modern  Art Archives, New York.
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break support members––essentially engineering the self-destruction of the

work.230 Klüver’s classic and often reprinted description of the building process

and actual event stresses the flurry of activity in the three-week construction

period. Tinguely and Klüver built, but never tested, elaborate systems to produce

maximum noise, smoke, movement, and ultimately, the destruction of the various

operations within the sculpture. Ideally, Tinguely wanted nothing to be touched

during the performance. He activated the various functions and elements through

pre-set time-delay relays, with all parts elaborately wired mechanically and

electrically.231 Surrounded by an increasingly impatient crowd, Tinguely launched

the destruction of the machine an hour later than anticipated. A series of

unintentional situations––broken motors, misaligned parts, and failed

systems––led to an unpredictable and manipulated ending, as Tinguely had to

activate certain sections and nervously ask firemen to douse the burning piano.

Klüver responded to a criticism in the aftermath of the event that the work

did not “properly” self-destruct:

                                                
230 Klüver first met Rauschenberg while helping Tinguely build Homage to New York a fateful
connection for a future collaboration. His interests in the intersection of art, technology, and life
led Klüver to a deep involvement with both European and American artists, writers, and curators.
Klüver would go on to collaborate with Rauschenberg on a number of major technologically-
based pieces, including Oracle (1965), Soundings (1968), Solstice (1968), and Mud Muse (1971).
Klüver and Rauschenberg also founded Experiments in Art and Technology (EAT) in 1966 to
provide artists with access to new technologies and an opportunity for interchange with engineers.
Interestingly, none of the works that they worked on together were bought by American collectors
or arts institutions. All of them are in European museums, suggesting a greater interest in
technological and performative work there than in the United States, as well as a willingness to
accept a variety of media from one artist. Billy Klüver and Julie Martin, “Four Collaborations,”
Robert Rauschenberg Haywire. Major Technological Works of the 1960s exh. cat. (Munich:
Verlag Gerd Hatje for Aktionsforum Praterinsel, 1997), 60.

231 Billy Klüver, “The Garden Party,” (1960), reprinted in Méta, 136.
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In the same way as a scientific experiment can never fail, this experiment
in art could never fail. The machine was not a functional object and was
never treated like one. The spectacle can therefore not be judged in terms
of whether this or that thing did or did not work.232

The freedom and anarchism of the self-destructing machine is precisely the

combination of spectacle—a connection between artist, object, and

audience—and a destruction that defies pre-determined causes to create an action

that is unique and unpredictable.

MoMA granted Tinguely special permission to build Homage to New York

in the Buckminster Fuller dome of the museum’s Sculpture Garden. Tinguely’s

work was an ironic commentary on exactly the kind of faith in technology

represented by Fuller’s dome. The geodesic dome is the manifestation of one of

many of Fuller’s plans for using mass production to help society through better

design that eliminates waste, fraud, and expense. Almost anarchistic in his

critique of government and big industry, as well as in his suggestions for a mutual

society, Fuller nonetheless accepted the capitalist driven use of mass production,

such as Henry Ford’s plants, as the ultimate model of efficiency and

democratization.233 Laudable in his designs and intent, Fuller nevertheless

operated within the commercial apparatus that Tinguely was attempting to

critique.

Tinguely presented Homage to New York on March 17, 1960, less than

one month after France’s first atomic test at the Reggane test site in the French

                                                
232 Ibid., 143.

233 Buckminster Fuller, Nine Chains to the Moon (New York: Lippincott, 1938), 176-210.
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Sahara. While not a direct response to this test, the context of a heightened

awareness of the power of nuclear detonation on a global level certainly affected

Tinguely’s decision to make a self-destructing machine. In an interview with

Dominique de Menil, Tinguely commented on the need for emphemerality in art

in the aftermath of the nuclear bomb, emphasizing that the materiality of art had

to be questioned:

Myself, with movement, I was very close to the ephemeral, at the same
time in the sixties I did Homage to New York, which was a machine that
committed suicide. It was really an “exemplification” that hadn’t yet been
done on the idea of the ephemeral, on the transformation of our stability
on the earth. We no longer had the possibility to believe that we could do
things which would last, which were like rocks. We no longer had those
illusions. After all there was this fateful, extraordinary date which was
1945. After that moment when the atom bombs started falling on this
world, that changed the world. Before or after the atom bomb, it’s
different. Because it was the first time that human beings had the chance
to commit suicide as a collective body. This time humanity can do away
with itself, if it wishes. It has the technology.234

From this statement it is clear that the issue of immateriality that Tinguely

explored in his meta-mechanicals was clearly still driving his thinking when he

conceived the self-destructing machine. Although the work embodies more overt

associations and direct responses to contemporary contexts than the meta-

mechanicals, Homage to New York was, for Tinguely, a continuation of his ideas

concerning stability through movement. The work demonstrates the deeper layer

of politicized content that began with the meta-matic drawing machines.

                                                
234 Conversation between Jean Tinguely and Dominique de Menil, translated in Szeemann, Jean
Tinguely’s Favorites: Yves Klein, 50.
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In this post-war context technology developed a new connotation of

annihilation. Since the nineteenth-century the progressive aspects of the industrial

revolution, through the ability of machines to serve as labor-saving devices and

efficient producers of goods, was always balanced by the destructive costs to

individuals and societies on environmental, economic, and political levels. After

America’s deployment of the atomic bomb, the scale of the connection between

technology and destruction was dramatically and shockingly evident.

As Doerr notes, Homage to New York destroyed itself at the time in

history when the threat of nuclear war was considered most immediate and real.

In France the fear was intensified by the openly discussed possibility that Western

Europe would be sacrificially incinerated in any nuclear exchange between the

United States and the Soviet Union.235 Tinguely himself acknowledged that

Homage to New York could only have taken place in the post-war context and the

impact of nuclear armament on the world as a whole.236

Within this critique of modern society is also a pointed critique of the

modern museum. It is no accident that Tinguely approached MoMA, seen at that

time as the most powerful arbiter of contemporary art in the United States, as the

location to stage his event. With its ability to create and affirm artist’s careers,

MoMA was the natural location for a work that established Tinguely in the

American art world (and ultimately in the art historical canon), while at the same

time provided an ironic commentary on the role of the museum as protector of

                                                
235 Doerr, Jean Tinguely, 135.

236 Keller, Tinguely et le mystére de la roue manquante, 99.
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and advocate for art objects. Linked to his interest in ephemerality and movement

was a keen interest in removing art from the historicizing and static environment

of the museum. A self-destructing artwork, in theory, would eliminate the need

for the museum, destroying not only itself, but the hierarchical systems both

governing and affected by the commercialization of art. Such a work would be the

epitome of artistic freedom.

Ultimately, however, this idealism was thwarted by the media attention

given to the event, the scramble for souvenirs in the aftermath of the machine’s

destruction, and the photographic documentation of the event that froze the

moment into a series of carefully selected images that ultimately historicized the

piece. Tinguely had wanted Homage to New York to “wind up in the garbage cans

of the Museum,” but in an ironic twist, scraps from Homage to New York remain

in MoMA’s permanent collection (fig. 36).237

Significantly, during this initial trip to New York Tinguely stayed for three

months in the apartment of Dr. Richard Huelsenbeck, one of the original founders

of the Zurich Dada group in 1916 and leader of the Berlin Dadaists. According to

Tomkins, it was Huelsenbeck who introduced Tinguely to several young New

York artists, namely Rauschenberg and Johns, as well as the sculptors John

Chamberlain and Richard Stankiewicz.238 It was also at this time that Tinguely

                                                
237 Dore Ashton, “Prologue,” Arts and Architecture 77, no. 5 (May 1960): 18. The fragment was
kept by the museum against Tinguely’s wishes and he refused to recognize it as a sculpture,
Bischofberger, Jean Tinguely Catalogue Raissoné, 114.

238 Tomkins, The Bride and the Bachelors, 167.
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renewed his relationship with Duchamp, accompanying him on a visit to

Philadelphia to see Duchamp’s works in the Philadelphia Museum of Art.

Restany has referred to Rauschenberg as the most European of the

American artists of his generation, and Tinguely as the most American of the

Europeans.239 In this apt description, Restany recognized two artists who held

common interests in utilizing technology and performance to create new forms of

art. Rauschenberg served as the principle artistic bridge between the United States

and Europe through his on-going collaborations on both sides of the Atlantic.

Reception to his and Tinguely’s work often shared a similar vocabulary in critical

discourse of the period.

It was in 1959, with the popularity of Tinguely’s meta-matics, that

Tinguely’s work began to receive attention in American art magazines and

general periodicals.240 Homage to New York was Tinguely’s defining piece; it

secured his name in American art history texts, while the critical reception of the

event defined audiences’ understanding and perception of his work for decades to

follow. Reactions ranged from dismissive to celebratory, but it is those responses

attempting to define a Dada context for the work that are the most revealing of

American critical attitudes.

MoMA publicized Homage to New York explicitly in relation to the Dada

artists. The press release for the event states that Tinguely’s “machines and

                                                
239 Pierre Restany, “Chelsea 1960,” 156.

240 The first notices of Tinguely’s work in American periodicals came in 1959 with the
publication of “Jangling Man,” 72; Watts, “Paris Letter. Trends and Coming Events,” 110-111;
and Buchwald, “The Latest in Abstract Art.”
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sculptures are compared to the work of the Dadaists during World War I and

called an ironic, witty and thoughtful comment of contemporary life and art.” 241

Both the release and the invitation for the performance quote Barr as writing:

Forty years ago Tinguely’s grandadas thumbed their noses at Mona Lisa
and Cézanne. Recently Tinguely himself has devised machines which
shatter the placid shells of Arp’s immaculate eggs, machines which at the
drop of a coin scribble a moustache on the automatistic Muse of abstract
expressionism, and (wipe that smile off your face) an apocalyptic far-out
breakthrough which, it is said, clinks and clanks, tingles and tangles,
whirrs and buzzes, grinds and creaks, whistles and pops itself into a
katabolic Götterdämmerung of junk and scrap. Oh great brotherhood of
Jules Verne, Paul Klee, Sandy Calder, Leonardo da Vinci, Rube Goldberg,
Marcel Duchamp, Piranesi, Man Ray, Picabia, Filippo Morghen, are you
with it?242

Barr’s animated prose attempts to capture the spirit and exuberance of Tinguely’s

work and links his sculptures to earlier artists and writers interested in the

inventiveness of machines. In particular, however, his writing clearly associates

Tinguely’s work to the rebellious and ironic gesture of Duchamp’s mustached

Mona Lisa, L.H.O.O.Q. (1919) (fig. 37). The only actual Dadaist quoted in the

MoMA materials is Huelsenbeck, who explains Tinguely’s work not in terms of

the shock or negation often associated with Dada, but rather, in relation to a Dada

interest in overturning conventions:

“I would call Tinguely a Meta-Dadaist because his machines not only turn
traditional concepts upside down but also realize the old Dada love of

                                                
241 Press release for Homage to New York, March 18, 1960, The Museum of Modern Art
Archives, New York.

242 Ibid.
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movement. . . . I think his work is one of the great breakthroughs in
modern art. It is a giant step toward la realité nouvelle.”243

For Huelsenbeck, Tinguely’s work was a new art that retained an avid interest in

change, was relevant to contemporary times, and broke with accepted

expectations of art, echoing statements Hultén made about Tinguely’s work in his

texts for Le Mouvement back in 1955. His comments are in keeping with his

writings after World War II in which Huelsenbeck downplayed the political

aspects of his Dada activities in Berlin, choosing instead to redefine Dada through

an emphasis on its constructive and positive attributes, namely individual

creativity and freedom.244 Tinguely championed these aspects in his own work as

well, and they would have been reinforced through his association with

Huelsenbeck.

It was easy to disparage Homage to New York as “an unbeautiful joke with

no punch line,” as did a reviewer for Time magazine. More complicated were the

constructions of context given by prominent American critics such as John

Canaday, who dedicated two lengthy analyses of the performance for The New

York Times. Canaday specifically noted the connection of Tinguely’s enterprise to

Dada, and in his first essay, “Machine Tries to Die for its Art,” he writes:

In conceiving and carrying out (as far as he was able) what must seem to
most people only a preposterous and wasteful stunt, Mr. Tinguely was . . .
a kind of philosopher, even if one of nihilism, and the leading one of the
current generation of artists descended from the Dadaists of the World

                                                
243 Ibid.

244 Richard Huelsenbeck, Memoirs of a Dada Drummer, ed. Hans Kleinschmidt  (1969; Reprint,
Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991), xi.
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War I times. Dada, which was an art dedicated to the cultivation of
nonsense as a manifestation of despair, seemed to have burned itself out as
an intellectual escape during the Twenties. Its recent revival, in force, is
without much question a reflection of a similar despair in our own
moment. Described as “an ironic, witty, and thoughtful comment of
contemporary life and art,” the self-destroying machine is––or rather,
was––exactly that, a legitimate work of art as social expression, even if it
pooped a bit. Mr. Tinguely makes fools of machines, while the rest of
mankind supinely, permits machines to make fools of them. A little irony
over and above the intended irony, however, is that Mr. Tinguely’s
machine wasn’t quite good enough, as a machine to make his point, even
before it fell afoul of the city’s fire code.245

In his second essay, “Odd Kind of Art: Thoughts on Destruction and

Creation After a Suicide in a Garden” Canaday states:

The reason I was impressed by his foolish and ill-constructed machine was
that it had a perverse honesty. Like the Dadaists before him––and he really
does not do much more than elaborate upon them, he is not really
inventive but only ingenious––Mr. Tinguely admits that mankind is licked
. . . .

 Dada was a cult of unreason, an escape into nihilism, but a frank, even a
declared one. Witnessing World War I––and how much more have we
witnessed since then––the Dadaists seemed to say that if millennia of
efforts to apply reason and logic could bring men to no better pass, then
reason and logic must be abandoned. This is despair––a deadly sin and the
only unforgivable one when magnified to its theological definition.

But for the Dadaist, including the current crop of Neo-Dadaists in the
flourishing revival, despair may be assuaged by the act of negative
creation, the creation of objects that offend others by denying hope, that
shock them and thus affirm the personality of the despairer. It is an
immature point of view, related to adolescent rebellion. . . . But it is
nevertheless a point of view less self-deceiving than many.246

                                                
245 John Canaday, “Machine Tries to Die for Its Art,” The New York Times (March 18, 1960): 27.

246 John Canaday, “Odd Kind of Art: Thoughts on Destruction and Creation after a Suicide in a
Garden,” The New York Times (March 27, 1960): sec. 2, 13.
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Canaday emphasized only the acts of negation and nihilism associated with Dada,

refusing to recognize any aspects of change and freedom connoted by such

“rebellion.” Such a one-dimensional view of Dada only allows Canaday to view

Tinguely’s work as “adolescent” in its attempts to undermine and shock. Well-

known for his conservative views, it is not surprising that Canaday would be

critical of Tinguely’s work and emphasize a derivative context for the piece.

Remarkable is the fact that Canaday was “impressed” by  Homage to New York as

“a legitimate work of art as a social expression.” Nonetheless, the tone of nihilism

and derivation that Canaday promoted established the basis for critical response to

Tinguely’s work in the United States.

Other reviewers also seized on the perceived Dada inspiration of Homage

to New York, with critiques such as: “Spiritual son of Marcel Duchamp, he has

seized on the nihilism of Dada and added motors to it––his work is mockery in

motion,” or, “If it had not been for the rain, the event could be called ‘Black-tie

Dada’.”247 Reviews of Tinguely's exhibition at Staempfli, which featured his

meta-mechanicals and meta-matics, also reflect these thoughts. Describing

Tinguely’s show, the critic for Arts magazine claimed that the artist “has brought

Dada up to date,” while Art International stated that “Tinguely is pure Dada.”248

                                                                                                                                    

247 “Tinguely’s Contraption,” The Nation 190, no. 13 (March 26, 1960): 267; T. B. Hess,
“Homage to New York,” Art News 59, no. 2 (April 1960): 54.

248 “In the Galleries,” Arts 34, no. 6 (March 1960): 56; Barbara Butler, “Monet and Others: A
New York Letter,” Art International 4, no. 4 (May 1960): 69.
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Dore Ashton was one of the few American critics to support Tinguely’s

work, as well as one of the first to recognize the confusion of the term Dada and

its various associations. Of Tinguely’s work she states:

Some critics have assumed that these machines were an “anti-art” gesture
in the old Dada spirit. But M. Tinguely denies it. He says he is anti-
dogmatic, but not anti-art because: “Art is surprising. Art can be made
with anything. Art is large. Art––c’est la vie.” How then is it possible to
be anti-art, he asks?249

Tinguely’s statements indicate an attitude toward art and life very much in

keeping with that expressed by Duchamp, and Ashton’s interpretation of his

words demonstrates the fluctuating definitions of Dada that were in play among

critics.

Tinguely himself appreciated some of the more anarchistic aspects of

Dada, emphasizing his own political engagement by stating:

With Dada I also have in common a certain mistrust towards power. We
don’t like authority, we don’t like power. This was a characteristic of the
Dadaists and then of the “Fluxus” group, and you find it also in the
attitude of the second generation New York artists, Rauschenberg, Jasper
Johns––they immediately exploded conventions. There was a movement
of revolt in all of them, and to me art is a form of manifest revolt, total and
complete. It’s a political attitude which doesn’t need to found a political
party. It’s not a matter of taking power; when you are against it, you can’t
take it. We’re against all forms of force which aggregate and crystallize an
authority that oppresses people.250

                                                
249 Dore Ashton, “Art: Machine-Like Work,” The New York Times (January 28, 1960): 23.

250 “Tinguely on Tinguely,” extract from a radio debate Radio Télévision Belge, Brussels,
December 13, 1982. Reprinted and translated in Hultén, Magic Stronger than Death, 350.
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He also emphasized the humor and irony of the artists he considered to be

Dadaists and forefathers of his work, including, Arp, Duchamp, and Tzara.251 Of

his contemporaries, the so-called Neo Dadaists and Nouveaux Réalistes, Tinguely

was the most attracted to the aggression and anarchistic spirit of Dada.

The relationship between Tinguely’s work and Dada was one that was

confused and complicated by the use of the term Neo-Dada by American critics in

the 1960s to describe the emerging Pop, assemblage, and Nouveaux Réalistes art

movements.252 First used in the New York art world to describe the work of

Johns, Rauschenberg, Kaprow, and Stankiewicz, who used found objects or

unconventional materials in their art, the term Neo-Dada was quickly co-opted to

include artists such as Edward Kienholz and Andy Warhol. Tinguely’s work was

a natural for this designation due to his use of common, everyday materials and

ironic content, and like these other artists, he resented being categorized and

labeled, particularly by a term which would come to hold very negative

connotations.

Neo-Dada was used in the United States to describe Tinguely’s work in

two ways: either as a neutral descriptor or pejoratively, with the negative

connotation clearly dominating. The problematic use of the term was pointed out

                                                
251 Stefanie Poley, “Interview mit Jean Tinguely de Künstler––Clown der modernen
Gesellschaft?,” Unter der Maske des Narren (Stuttgart: Verlag Gerd Hatje, 1981), 221.

252 Catherine Craft cites Robert Rosenblum as the progenitor of the term in a review of a group
show at the Leo Castelli Gallery in 1957 in which he compares the “unsettling power” of Jasper
Johns’ painting of the American flag with the “reasonable illogicalities of a Duchamp ready-
made” and “suspects here a vital Neo-Dada spirit.” Robert Rosenblum, “Castelli Group,” Arts 31
(May 1957): 53 cited in Craft, “Constellations of Past and Present,” 134.
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by Lawrence Alloway who wrote, “Neo-Dada: The term over-emphasizes the

connections with Dada that do exist, but the comparison is usually vitiated by

inadequate definitions of what the original Europeans were in fact doing.”253 Neo-

Dada came to embody several themes: the Readymade object, the creation of

works through the assemblage of pre-existing materials, the uneasy role of humor,

and the perceived destructiveness of Dada, seemingly manipulated to serve

different ends.254  As Catherine Craft has pointed out, critics responding to much

of this new art sought to understand its perceived connections with Dada through

an often vague notion of Dada’s identity as an avant-garde movement, usually

focusing solely on issues of “anti-art,” nihilism, and political engagement.255

Certainly, this was the case in the American reception of Tinguely’s work, and,

ironically, Tinguely was one of the few artists given this label who actually was

engaged in a form of political rhetoric. These artists were consistently attacked for

lacking a political stance and of calculatingly appropriating the techniques and

aesthetics of Dada for their own, presumably less admirable purposes. Dada’s

political engagement was viewed as the moral center of its identity, which

regardless of whether this assertion was true of Dada or not, served for

unfavorable comparisons with the new generation of artists.256

                                                
253 Lawrence Alloway, Six Painters and the Object exh. cat. (New York: The Solomon R.
Guggenheim Museum, 1963), p. 12, n. 2.

254 Craft, “Constellations of Past and Present,” 143.

255 Ibid., 145.

256 Ibid., 149-150.
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Canaday mentioned Homage to New York one final time in an essay

entitled “Their Heart Belongs to Dada.”  This article is a more general discussion

of the reemergence of the Dada spirit, and Homage to New York is included as a

possible endpoint to Dada’s nihilistic urge. Known for their “shenanigans,” “high

jinks,” and “stunts,” Canaday describes the Dadaists as “a disruptive band of

esthetic stuntmen, at once clowning and despairing, the only artists in the history

of art to declare themselves anti-art and to devote their energies to the annihilation

of all art values.”257 For Canaday, these are the redeeming qualities of Dada, and

“the crew-cut or mop-haired neo-Dada yearlings” are merely capitalizing on the

innovations of Dada from forty years prior. The original Dada artists are held up

as genuinely revolutionary, while the new generation is a commercialization of

their activities. The works of Tinguely, Rauschenberg, and Stankiewicz are

mocked for their seemingly ridiculous characteristics, a rather superficial critique

based on a narrow definition of Dada. While Canaday’s response appears

somewhat severe given the value he had granted to Tinguely’s work in earlier

articles, his opinion is hardly surprising given his general conservativism. Yet his

criticism of Neo-Dada artists’ lack of genuine insurrection was common. The

reviewer for The Nation, for example, shared Canaday’s assessment of Homage to

                                                
257 John Canaday, “Their Heart Belongs to Dada,” The New York Times (June 5, 1960): sec. 6,
38.
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New York as officially sanctioned rebelliousness, stating, “This is what protest has

fallen to in our day––a garden party.”258

Several exhibitions during this period attempted to provide a clear lineage

for the Neo-Dada phenomenon. MoMA in particular promoted the connection

through two historical exhibitions,  The Art of Assemblage in 1961 and Dada,

Surrealism and Their Heritage in 1968. Through the coinage of the term

“assemblage,” William Seitz drew a line from the Cubists through the Futurists to

Dada and Surrealism up to the early Pop artists. Seitz effectively constructed a

history to justify new movements in art, a history based on language and objects,

and the inherent collage environment of the urban world, with Kurt Schwitters

lauded as a major source and influence. For Seitz, the Neo-Dada artists were

following valid investigations: “The method of the Dadas was shock, their

immediate intent was confusion. Not only did this apparent perverseness cast a

merciless light on meretricious public morality, it discovered beauty and worth in

what was commonly held to be distasteful and valueless.”259

Seitz’s elevation of Schwitters’ Merz collages as a model for younger

artists served to champion the Dada ideas of incorporating the spectator and life

into artistic activity and erasing the line that separates art from life (fig. 38). In

fact, Tinguely was very much an admirer of Schwitter’s work, having been

                                                
258 “Tinguely’s Contraption,” The Nation 190, no. 13 (March 26, 1960): 267. Billy Klüver used
this critique of Homage to New York as a “garden party” as the title of his first-hand account of the
event.

259 William Seitz, The Art of Assemblage exh. cat. (New York: The Museum of Modern Art,
1961), 35.
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introduced early on to his artistic methods through his art teacher Julia Ris.

Tinguely viewed Schwitters as a “revolutionary” and “anarchist” in his freedom

from artistic conventions and emphasis on individual exploration, and he modeled

his own junk constructions, in part, on the precedent set by Schwitters.260 In

presenting Schwitters as a model, Seitz emphasized the artistic dissatisfaction

with the limitations traditionally imposed by the idea of art, offering a gentler,

less antagonistic approach to defining the new generation of artists.261

At the symposium held in conjunction with The Art of Assemblage,

Huelsenbeck downplayed the alarmist tendencies of the American press to latch

onto the word “nihilism” to explain and deride Neo-Dada work:

Dada has no meaning. It is a philosophy of nihilism. It meant that while
there is nothing to hold on to––neither morals nor religion nor
philosophy––one cannot hold on to Dada either.  .  .  .  The Dadaists
believe all cultural concepts are bound to break down, and the only
principle we see in the universe is movement, or the tension between
construction and destruction. Therefore, Dada is a state of mind .  .  .
Dada’s nihilism should not be taken seriously, because there is no
seriousness in nothingness.262

His comments are in keeping with his personal, revised view of Dada as a

constructive force, but also strongly reflect Tinguely’s own ideas about

                                                
260 Jouffroy, “Jean Tinguely,” 34.

261 Seitz, The Art of Assemblage, 87, 89.

262 The symposium was held at MoMA on October 19, 1961 in conjunction with the exhibition
The Art of Assemblage. The panel consisted of Lawrence Alloway, Marcel Duchamp, Richard
Huelsenbeck, Robert Rauschenberg, Roger Shattuck, with William Seitz as moderator. Johan
Elderfield, ed. Studies in Modern Art 2: Essays on Assemblage (New York: The Museum of
Modern Art; distributed by Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1992), 132.
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movement, playfulness, and revolution––components that define Homage to New

York.

By 1968, William Rubin was arguing in the catalogue essay for Dada,

Surrealism and Their Heritage that the generation of artists who matured after

1955 were replacing an “intellectually oriented nihilism toward art” with work

whose “anti-art implications are dissolved by [a] refined aestheticism.”263 Rather

than crafting a heritage to support new art, Rubin created a history that debunked

its ingenuity, stating:

Since 1950 there has been no such thing as Dadaist or Surrealist art
properly speaking. What was vital in those movements has been so
assimilated into the cumulative vocabulary of art that much of what is
done today is touched by it in one way or another.264

In Rubin’s exhibition the work created in the 1960s becomes a watered-down,

diffused version of Dada and Surrealism, whose main attributes are aesthetic

rather than confrontational. For a formalist such as Rubin, the aestheticism of

Rauschenberg, Johns, Tinguely, and Saint-Phalle was a positive aspect of their

work and prevented their work from being considered truly Dada.265

                                                
263 William Rubin, Dada, Surrealism, and Their Heritage exh. cat. (New York: The Museum of
Modern Art, 1968), 185.

264 Ibid.

265 The exhibition included a smattering of artists who had once been labeled as Neo-Dada,
including: Arman, Christo, Johns, Kienholz, Klein, Oldenburg, Rauschenberg, Saint-Phalle,
Samaras, Spoerri, and only one piece by Tinguely, an early meta-matic drawing machine.

In Europe a few years later, a similar kind of historical tracing occurred in the exhibition
Métamorphose de l’object. Art et anti-art 1910-1970, held at the Palias des Beaux-Arts in Brussels
in 1971. This exhibition also traced the influence of Dada through a wide range of Dada and
Surrealist artists, to contemporary artists from around the globe. While acknowledging the debt of
Duchamp’s Readymades to this younger generation of artists, the organizers never use the term
Neo-Dada, and carefully separate the various movements they represent, rather than conflating
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Supporters of Tinguely’s work, such as Tomkins and Duchamp, agreed

that his mechanical devices were profoundly affected by, but distinctly different

from, earlier Dadaists’ work. Tomkins recognized that neither Tinguely nor the

so-called Neo-Dada artists active in New York and Paris showed much of the

Dadaists’ combative violence.266 Duchamp declared Tinguely to be immensely

talented but by no means a Dadaist, saying: “The atmosphere today is nothing like

it was then. It is also absurd to say that Tinguely is anti-art. To be what people

call anti-art is really to affirm art, in the same way that an atheist affirms God.

The only way to be really anti-art is to be indifferent.”267 Tomkins and Duchamp

understood that a direct comparison to Dada activities during and following

World War I was pointless and that Tinguely’s work was not merely an emulation

of Dada strategies, but rather, of ideas shaped by these older artists’ attitudes and

actions in the context of post-World War II artistic, political, and economic

climates.

NOUVEAUX  RÉALISTES

The Dada association was not limited to American critics, but was an

important and problematic term in Paris as well. The Nouveaux Réalistes, of

                                                                                                                                    
them into one artistic endeavor. Métamorphose de l’object. Art et anti-art 1910-1970 exh. cat.
(Brussels: Palais des Beaux-Arts, 1971).

266 Tomkins, The Bride and The Bachelors, 148.

267 Quoted in Tomkins, The Bride and The Bachelors, 148.



133

which Tinguely was a founding member, called for an art that would more

directly reflect the time in which it was made, and the group was linked to Neo-

Dada artists in America. The group’s manifesto was written by the critic Restany

in 1960 and signed at Yves Klein’s apartment by the artists Arman, Francois

Dufrêne, Raymond Hains, Klein, Martial Raysse, Spoerri, Tinguely, and Jacques

de la Villeglé. The group was later expanded to include César, Christo, and Saint-

Phalle. The original collective consisted of artists working in a variety of media

and conceptual modes. As Doerr has pointed out, in general, all of these artists

defined themselves using a similar rhetoric of non-traditional media and self-

promotion. The Nouveaux Réalistes responded specifically to what they saw as

France’s becoming a consumer/throwaway culture.268

A volatile collective that nearly disintegrated after its first meeting, the

Nouveaux Réalistes were, in fact, pronounced officially dissolved by Klein,

Raysse, and Hains in 1961 after Restany organized the group show Forty Degrees

Above Dada and declared in a second manifesto that the Nouveaux Réalistes were

direct descendants of Dada. Since many of the Nouveaux Réalistes artists were

not only interested in Dada but also well-informed about it, Restany’s comparison

of their work to Dada was appropriate, though early on it met with resistance from

some of the artists who objected to being associated with the movement.269

                                                
268 Doerr, “Jean Tinguely,” 157.

269 Daniel Spoerri in an interview with Susan Hapgood comments on the response to Restany’s
article Forty Degrees Above Dada, saying: “But we were very much against this title because we
said we had nothing to do with Dada. Well, this wasn’t actually true. We knew about Dada but we
didn’t want to be called Neo-Dada.” And in response to Hapgood’s question of whether the
European critics picked up on the term “Neo-Dada,” Spoerri states: “Yes, absolutely. Especially in
a negative sense. Saying that Dada was originally a strong movement, and we were just a remake,
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Restany was one of the first critics in Paris to fully understand the

relevance of the burgeoning historical comparison between Dada and Neo-Dada.

The form of Dada that Restany promoted was one that promised iconoclastic

actions, not aggression. In his Nouveaux Réalistes Declaration of Intention,

Restany writes:

Here we are up to our necks in the bath of direct expressivity and at forty
degrees above dada zero, without any aggression complex, without typical
polemic desire, without other justifying urges except for our realism. And
that works, positively. If man succeeds in reintegrating himself into the
real, he identifies the real with his own transcendence, which is emotion,
sentiment, and finally, poetry.270

In fact, Restany derides the mythologizing of Dada, calling it “a farce, a legend, a

state of mind, a myth. An ill-bred myth whose underground survival and

capricious demonstrations upset everyone.”271 Instead of the common American

reading of Dada as a combative form of “anti-art,” Restany posits Dada’s role as

inherently positive. Using Duchamp’s Readymade as the lynchpin of his

argument, he claims that the ordinary object constitutes par excellence the “Dada

act,” and that Duchamp’s anti-art gesture of the Readymade becomes a positive

act of creation. Restany argues that the Readymade is no longer the climax of

negativity or of polemic intent, but rather, is the basic element of a new

                                                                                                                                    
reheated coffee. That’s what they said. Neo-Dada was more or less an insult.” Hapgood, Neo-
Dada, 132.

270 Pierre Restany, “The Nouveaux Réalistes declaration of Intention” (1960) in Theories and
Documents of Contemporary Art, eds. Kristine Stiles and Peter Selz, 306-7.

271 Pierre Restany, excerpts from “À quarante degrés au-dessus de dada” (1961), in Theories and
Documents of Contemporary Art, eds. Kristine Stiles and Peter Selz, 307-8.
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expressive repertory identified with the modern world’s exterior reality and the

modern activity of the city, the street, the factory, and mass production.272

For Restany, this is where the Nouveaux Réalistes step in, as inheritors of

this particular reading of Dada in which the incorporation of everyday objects into

art constitutes a utopian attempt to make viewers aware of sociological reality and

to aspire to the common good of human activity. Obviously, Restany’s ideas

represented a very different approach to Dada than that advanced by American

critics, and one that was more in keeping with how this group of European artists

actually viewed their work. However, the negative associations of Dada as a

nihilist activity and the criticism of this younger generation of artists as merely

appropriating an earlier art stance that was no longer relevant––and not doing it as

well––overwhelmed Restany’s defense of Dada. The negative associations of the

terms Dada and Neo-Dada were too detrimental, even though the artists involved

quietly acknowledged their debt to the these earlier ideas and artists.

Restany saw a clear distinction in context between the New York Neo-

Dadaists and the Parisian Nouveaux Réalistes. He felt that the American artists

(namely Johns, Rauschenberg, and Stankiewicz) interpreted Dada as a rather

Baroque form of individual artistic revolt against the hegemony of New York

action painting, while the Europeans looked to the model of the Readymade as a

way of bringing the modern urban landscape, or the “real,” back into an art

dominated by lyrical abstraction.273 One view is inherently defiant and
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273 Pierre Restany, “Le nouveau réalisme et le baptême de l’object,” Combat-Art (February 5,
1962): 2.
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destructive, the other defiant yet constructive. Whether or not the American artists

would agree with Restany’s assessment of their attitudes, his writings do indicate

that the European artists and their supporters viewed their relationship to Dada in

a manner that was different from how it was perceived and communicated

critically in the United States.

Restany, an enthusiastic apologist for the group and consummate

supporter of these artists throughout their careers, was attempting to define a

place for these artists that was specifically Parisian in context as well as expressly

distinct from their American counterparts. From his writings, it is clear that

Restany wanted to distance these artists from the hegemony of the American art

world, as well as the criticism in the American response to their work. He

claimed, much as Canaday did, that the American Neo-Dadaists were creating an

aesthetic style out of revolutionary art forms, but argued that the European

Nouveaux Réalistes were accomplishing a true transformation of art by using

everyday objects in the spirit of Duchamp’s Readymade.274 Duchamp’s

work––the Readymades in particular––was cited as the primary model by both

supporters and critics of the Nouveaux Réalistes and the Neo-Dada artists for

equally positive and negative purposes, and invariably associated with Dada.

Ironically, the term “new realism” was co-opted by American gallerists to

distance American artists from the Neo-Dada label and any Dada associations. In

1962, Sidney Janis held the International Exhibition of the New Realists, featuring
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works by the members of the Nouveaux Réalistes alongside emerging Pop artists

such as Robert Indiana, Jim Dine, and Andy Warhol. For Janis and John Ashbery,

who wrote the introduction to the accompanying catalogue, New Realism was

merely a blanket term to categorize artists who were in one way or another

making use of the qualities of manufactured objects.275 Ashbery explicitly states

that “today’s new realists are not neo-Dadaists,” purposefully distancing the

European, and in turn American, artists from that negative label. The

juxtaposition of the French artists with the Pop artists was inaccurate in that the

Americans were of a younger generation. It is really the Nouveaux Réalistes and

the Neo-Dadaists who were peers. It is precisely in the “Neo-Dadaists”

Rauschenberg and Johns, who were not included in the exhibition, that the

affinities between European Nouveaux Réalistes and American artists lie, not in

the American Pop aesthetics that would soon overwhelm Tinguely and his

colleagues.

Janis himself recognized the danger of the Dada label, and wrote:

Because of its connotation, the label Neo-Dada sometimes applied to the
new work, needs clarification, for while the Dadaist then and the New
Realist now, have certain common ground, aims of each are in fact quite
polar. Dada artists, disillusioned by the war, set out to destroy art; that
despite negation and pessimism a new art-form came into being is beside
the point, but none the less, a windfall we now gratefully accept. Still, the
Dadaist in attitude and intent was violently anti-art; the present day
Factualist eschewing pessimism is, on the contrary, intrigued and
stimulated––even delighted––by the environment out of which he
enthusiastically creates fresh and vigorous works of art. In this context, the
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angry young men of 1918, and the cool young men of today, are
diametrically opposed.276

Janis effectively supports the American definition of Dada as “violently anti-art,”

essentially ignores Restany’s definition of the term as an historical antecedent,

and then dismisses any comparisons by pairing the European artists with

American artists whose work is much more neutral. Despite obvious aesthetic

similarities in the use of subject matter, the Nouveaux Réalistes and Pop artists

were conceptually very different.277 Yet as a dealer, Janis paired them to create an

international artistic movement that he could market, and to effectively neutralize

any negative associations of Dada.278 Ironically, it was Janis who essentially

forced Duchamp to accept the Dada label for his 1953 gallery exhibition, but

clearly ten years later that term was no longer useful as a marketing tool.279

                                                
276 Sidney Janis, “On the Theme of the Exhibition,” New Realists exh. cat. (New York: Sidney
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Critic Barbara Rose went even further to distance American artists from

the negative effects of what she specified as “European Dada”:

We have seen that American new Dada is not European Dada. It borrows
certain techniques from the latter, but its attitudes and content are vastly
different. Unlike European Dada, it seeks neither to criticize, to satirize
nor to scandalize. It does not affirm, like socialist realism, or protest, like
Expressionism; it suspends judgement in a passive, detached fashion.
Having none of the cult-religion aspect of Dada, it is against nothing and
for art.280

She called for the need to find an American, rather than European, source for new

Dada, and claims Cage for that role. Certainly Cage had a tremendous impact on

Rauschenberg and Cunningham (among numerous others), who would in turn

collaborate with European artists such as Tinguely, Spoerri, and Saint-Phalle.

However, Rose’s denial of a strong European influence of chance, performance,

sound, and collaboration is indicative of American critics’ attempts to maintain a

distance from European artistic influence by limiting the understanding of Dada

to a specifically negative definition.

In a conversation on the role of galleries in the 1960s between Leo

Castelli, Daniel Cordier, and Ileana Sonnabend, Cordier  remarked on the shift in

American collectors from buying European art, particularly Impressionist and

School of Paris works, to a focus on American artists. He noted that there was a

distinct need among Americans at that moment to become culturally independent

from Europe, and that young European artists suffered as victims of this
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polemical change.281 This would certainly be a factor for wanting to neutralize

any Dada association with American art, and to encourage its perceived negative

effects on European art.

Tinguely, by contrast, welcomed the Dada association:

I received the label “New Realist” although I don’t have anything to do
with it. The true New Realists are Daniel Spoerri and Arman. Even Yves
Klein did not really belong there. But we formed this group in Paris that
Pierre Restany linked to Dadaism. This I had long ago discovered for
myself. I had always been infected by Dada. My disposition for Dada was
a natural born talent.282

Although he too later distanced himself from the Nouveaux Réalistes, he

steadfastly emphasized his Dada roots, always associating Duchamp’s work with

his particular definition of Dada.

Duchamp’s unwitting entanglement in the attempts to define Neo-Dada

and nouveau réalisme coincided with a revival of interest in, as well as an

introduction to, his work by younger critics, curators, and artists. In the mid-

1950s, French critics were beginning to reexamine the work of Duchamp for its

irony and emphasis on the cerebral, but not without some difficulty. Alain

Jouffroy writes that in 1954 he had enormous difficulty in getting a brief

interview with Duchamp published because the name of Marcel Duchamp meant

nothing to the editor-in-chief of one of the then leading French art magazines,
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Arts-Spectacles.283 By the end of the decade both Marchand du sel, Duchamp’s

almost complete writings, and Robert Lebel’s authorized autobiography Sur

Marcel Duchamp were published in Paris, giving Duchamp’s work much more

visibility.284 Lebel’s groundbreaking text (French and English editions both

published in 1959) was the first comprehensive monograph on Duchamp. It

gained wide popularity in both the New York and European avant-garde

communities of the early 1960s and was responsible for introducing Duchamp to

an entire generation of avant-garde artists.285 Although in the 1930s and 1940s

Duchamp’s work had been shown in Paris in the context of Surrealism, his work

was exhibited in France infrequently. His work really reemerged in Paris with the

Le Mouvement exhibition at Galerie Denise René in 1955.286

In the United States, it was Robert Motherwell’s 1951 anthology The

Dada Painters and Poets that made an important contribution to the rediscovery

of both Duchamp and Dada. Duchamp suggested the pre-Dada section of texts

and, while little of his own writing is included in the anthology, several essays

about him by either participants in or knowledgeable onlookers of Dada activities,

                                                
283 Cited in Daniels, “Marcel Duchamp: The Most Influential Artist of the 20th Century?”,
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such as Breton and Gabrielle Buffet-Picabia, are reproduced. Exhibitions of

Duchamp’s work were held in New York throughout the decade, most notably at

Sidney Janis Gallery.287 His work became far more visible with the opening of the

Arensberg Collection, which included forty-three pieces, at the Philadelphia

Museum of Art in 1954 and through a major exhibition of work by the three

Duchamp brothers held at the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum in 1957.288 In

fact, it was not until the Arensberg Collection was opened to the public that

Duchamp’s artwork acquired any lasting museum status. By the end of the decade

Duchamp’s work had had much more visibility in the United States than in

France.

In considering the connections between Tinguely and Duchamp, the

question arises, how did Duchamp become so firmly associated with Dada in the

late 1950s by both American and French critics, particularly when he was most

closely associated with Surrealism just prior to this period? Duchamp was part of

the Surrealist milieu of Paris in the 1930s, with which he had become loosely

connected after meeting André Breton in 1919 in the context of the Paris Dada

activities that preceded the official emergence of Surrealism in 1924. Never one

to join artistic movements, and despite Breton’s desire to designate Duchamp as a

                                                
287 Duchamp participated in exhibitions with Sidney Janis in 1950, 1951, 1956, and 1959, as well
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Surrealist, Duchamp nonetheless did participate in several Dada and Surrealist

sponsored activities in Paris.289

Duchamp always remained ironically detached from the Dadaists and

Surrealists, despite efforts to claim him as a guide and mentor. Breton was one of

Duchamp’s most vocal admirers, and as Tomkins points out, Breton’s essay on

Duchamp in the October 1922 issue of Littérature laid the foundation for a

mythologizing of Duchamp in France, which would take the place of any real

acquaintance with his work for the next 30 years.290 Breton promoted the legend

of Duchamp as an avant-garde prophet with contemporary movements “acting in

his name.”  Breton singled out Duchamp’s “admirable beauty,” “truly supreme

ease,”  and intelligence in arriving “more quickly than anyone else at the critical

point of an idea.”291 While Duchamp was friendly with a number of the Surrealist

artists, outside of the Surrealists’ small circle he was virtually unknown in

France.292
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The connection of Duchamp to Dada really emerged in the United States

in the 1950s through the series of exhibitions at the Janis Gallery in which

Duchamp was perceived as the standard bearer of Dada ideals and aesthetics. The

Readymade, in particular, was acknowledged as the classic Dada mode of

expression. As Craft points out, the original Dada participants were largely

ignored by critics defining Neo-Dada characteristics. For example, Picabia played

almost no visible role in Neo-Dada, although he was the chief exponent of the

anti-art, nihilist aspect of Dada often invoked by critics.293 In 1952, a ten-page

article on Duchamp in Life magazine referred to him a “pioneer of nonsense and

nihilism,” labeling him as a Dadaist, but acknowledging that his influence was

primarily as a “spiritual leader” of Dada rather than as a member of the actual

European Dada group.294 By 1960 this distinction was largely ignored in

American criticism, and Duchamp’s activities were often conflated with Dada and

defined in terms of anti-art gestures.

As noted earlier, Duchamp became firmly associated with Dada in the

United States by organizing a significant Dada exhibition for Sidney Janis in

1953. A major historical show of international Dada, the exhibition included more

than two hundred works of art and documents, and within that selection thirteen

works by Duchamp, including: Tu m’ his last painting; To Be Looked at (from the

Other Side of the Glass) with One Eye, Close to, for Almost an Hour, a glass

study; the ready-made Fresh Window; and a replica of Fountain created by Janis,

                                                
293 Craft, “Constellations of Past and Present,” 165.

294 Winthrop Sargeant, “Dada’s Daddy,” Life 32 (April 28, 1952): 100, 105.
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installed over the entrance with a sprig of mistletoe.295 Tellingly, Duchamp’s

choices for his own works, with the exception of Fountain, are ones not typically

deemed by critics as iconic Duchampian examples of Dada. Not surprisingly,

Duchamp chose to distance himself from the political and nihilist aspects of Dada,

with the inclusion of works that appear iconoclastic and apolitical.

Some of the central ideas supported by the original Zurich Dadaists are

very close to Duchamp’s own thinking, including a rejection of all traditions and

social values, and a demand that art be part of life rather than a commentary on

life. Yet Duchamp was always very clear that what he was doing in New York

during those same years was not Dada, but was merely in the same spirit. A

crucial difference for Duchamp was that the Dadaists were “committed to action,”

a position in which he had no interest.296 Duchamp described Dada as “a rejection

and a protest,” denying that his Readymades were merely a political act against

established forms of art, explaining: “My Fountain was not a “no”––I was only

trying to create new ideas for an object which everybody thought they knew.

Everything can be something else, that is what I wanted to prove.”297

In an unpublished interview with Harriet, Sidney, and Carroll Janis from

1953 Duchamp purposefully distanced himself from specific definitions of Dada,

                                                
295 Tomkins, Duchamp: A Biography, 379. The objects in the exhibition were organized by the
city in which they were produced: Zurich, New York, Hanover, Cologne, Berlin, Paris,
Amsterdam, and other smaller city centers. See Francis Naumann, New York Dada 1915-23 (New
York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1994), 222.

296 Duchamp quoted in Tomkins, Duchamp: A Biography , 193.

297 Marcel Duchamp in a conversation with Ulf Linde, 1961, reprinted in Szeemann, Marcel
Duchamp, 90.
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stating, “If you give to Dada a very generalized application to whatever was not

Cubist and not abstract and not this and not that, then everything is Dada . . . what

I did has nothing to do with Dada––except in that generalization of the word

Dada.”298 Duchamp claimed that “I don’t care for Dada––Dada does not interest

me,”  and chastised his interviewers for labeling his Readymades as proto-Dada

works, explaining that they gave Dada too much importance as a term. For

Duchamp it was crucial to determine if Dada was a movement or an attitude. If it

is an attitude, then one must look back to examples of the “Dada spirit” through

history including figures like Rabelais and Jarry. If it is a movement, then it is

confined to a specific moment in time beginning in 1916 with Zurich and ending

in 1923 with the Surrealists. Duchamp’s frustration with the term is evident in his

statement:

It’s a name for a period and unfortunately journalized to the extent that it
is silly to call the Readymades Dada because I refuse. They are
Readymades––Readymades are enough an appellation for them without
being called Dada.299

Duchamp made a telling distinction between his work and Dada actions

explaining that in contrast to his commentary on measure in the Three Standard

Stoppages, a Dadaist would simply have broken a ruler (fig. 39).300

                                                
298 I would like to thank Dr. Henderson for bringing this interview to my attention. Unpublished
interview between Marcel Duchamp, Harriet Janis, Sidney Janis, and Carroll Janis, 1953.
Duchamp claimed in other interviews as well that he was not a Dadaist. See Francis Steegmuller,
“Duchamp: Fifty Years Later,” Show 3, no. 2 (February 1963): 29.

299 Unpublished interview between Marcel Duchamp, Harriet Janis and Carroll Janis, 1953.

300 See Henderson’s discussion of Duchamp’s use of the term “Dada spirit” and his comments on
his work in relation to Dada. Duchamp in Context, 310, fn. 163.
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Nonetheless, Duchamp was explicitly linked to Dada and through this to

Tinguely by American critics. Ashton writes of Tinguely as the “acknowledged

son of Dada,” adding “didn’t Duchamp and Huelsenbeck take him to their

bosoms?”301 The quote from a critic for The Nation, “Spiritual son of Marcel

Duchamp, [Tinguely] has seized on the nihilism of Dada and added motors to it,”

supports this view302 Tinguely’s Homage to New York and meta-matics were seen

explicitly as the direct descendents of Duchamp’s activities, yet Duchamp’s work

was misunderstood through a particularly political reading of Dada that Duchamp

carefully tried to avoid.

L.H.O.O.Q., for example, was singled out as the quintessential Dada act

by Canaday: “Dada’s best-known stunt, and one of its most typical, was the

refurbishing of the Mona Lisa (in a photograph) with a neat little mustache and a

goatee, plus a title in the form of an indecent French pun.”303 Duchamp’s piece To

Be Looked at (from the Other Side of the Glass) with One Eye, Close to, for

Almost an Hour, is illustrated with Canaday’s article. Canaday also mentions

Fountain as a Dada icon, and while Duchamp’s name is never explicitly

mentioned, numerous references to his work, the illustration of his piece, and the

reference to “old-line Dadaists” spending “their time playing chess” leaves no

doubt that Canaday clearly considered Duchamp’s place to be within the circle of

original Dadaists. Canaday was not alone in his assessment, and by 1960, Rubin

                                                
301 Ashton, “Prologue," 18.

302 “Tinguely’s Contraption,” 267.

303 Canaday, “Their Heart Belongs to Dada,” sec. 6, 38.
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was describing Duchamp as a nihilist for his disengagement with painting and as

the “personification of Dada’s refusal to distinguish between ‘art’ and ‘life’.”304

But American critics were not alone in calling Duchamp a Dadaist, as can

be seen from Restany’s use of Duchamp, Dada, and Readymades as a justification

for new art being created in Paris. Tinguely also supported Restany’s view of

Duchamp and certainly considered him a Dadaist and a direct precursor to

nouveau réalisme:

We look for the fathers of every astonishing development in art, and
Duchamp is always among them. He is Dada, he is also the father of
certain forms of Realism, certainly of Nouveau Réalisme. He is always
difficult to pigeonhole, and there is a great deal that he foreshadowed.305

Tinguely proudly stated, “The old [Dada] circle were keen on me. They were

happy that young artists were contributing something–-and we did indeed

contribute––to revitalize the interest in the old Dadaists. Duchamp was also

pleased about that.”306

While there are indications that Duchamp was leery of the term Neo-Dada

and the implication and misappropriation of his work in its definition, in general

he was supportive of these younger artists interested in his ideas, as can be seen in

his relationship with Tinguely.307 Duchamp contributed to the invitation to
                                                
304 William Rubin, “Reflexions on Marcel Duchamp,” Art International 4, no. 9 (December
1960): 49.

305 Daniels, “Often Neglected,” 159.

306 Ibid.

307 Hans Richter quotes a letter to him in which Duchamp writes: “This Neo-Dada, which they
call New Realism, Pop Art, Assemblage, etc., is an easy way out, and lives on what Dada did.
When I discovered Readymades I thought to discourage aesthetics. In Neo-Dada they have taken
my Readymades and found aesthetic beauty in them. I threw the bottle-rack and the urinal into
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Homage to New York with a clever play on words, not directly acknowledging in

any way the impact of his own ideas on Tinguely’s constructions: “If the saw

saws the saw, and if the saw which saws the saw is the saw which saws the saw,

there is a metallic suicide.”308 Duchamp also owned at least one of Tinguely’s

works, Stabilisation très stables pour Marcel Duchamp, 1959, a small sculpture

nine inches in diameter that was borrowed for Tinguely’s Staempfli exhibition

(fig. 40).309 Consisting of a steel base, black-painted bundled iron wires,

replaceable wires with white-painted iron elements, and driven by a electric

motor, the work, when activated, created the visual illusion of an ever-changing

three-dimensional form––a perceptual trick that Duchamp would surely have

admired.

A witness to the self-destructing performance of Homage to New York,

Duchamp admired Tinguely’s work for its ability to confront the homogeneity

and commercialization of art. In response to the piece Duchamp stated,

The public will keep on buying more and more art, and husbands will start
bringing home little paintings to their wives on their way from work, and
we’re all going to drown in a sea of mediocrity. Maybe Tinguely and a
few others sense this and are trying to destroy art before it’s too late.310

                                                                                                                                    
their faces as a challenge and now they admire them for their aesthetic beauty.” Both Craft and
Tomkins have pointed out the problems with this quote given that it was written by Richter to
recreate a conversation between himself and Duchamp, but which was ultimately approved for
publication by Duchamp. See Hans Richter, Dada: Art and Anti-Art, 1964, 207-08; Craft,
“Constellations of Past and Present,” 130;  and Tomkins, Duchamp: A  Biography, 415.

308 Press release for Homage to New York, March 18, 1960, The Museum of Modern Art
Archives, New York.

309 Noted on the  list of works by Jean Tinguely sold by, exhibited at, or on consignment to
Staempfli Gallery, 1960, Museum Jean Tinguely Archives, Basel.

310 Tomkins, The Bride and the Bachelors, 14-15.
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Duchamp clearly saw in Tinguely and his peers a desire to confront abstract

painting and the existing art world, and his Readymades, for better or worse,

became the vehicle for pursuing this exploration.

Tinguely made no secret of his admiration of Duchamp, and created

several works around the time of Homage to New York specifically in response to

him.311 For his piece Hommage à Duchamp (1960), Tinguely produced a bicycle

wheel on an inverted front fork hopping impatiently on a sandstone plinth taken

from Constantin Brancusi’s studio (fig. 41). From the mid-1950s to the early

1960s Tinguely’s Parisian studio was in the same complex as Brancusi’s old

studio, and accessible to him. It is also likely that Tinguely would have been

aware of Duchamp’s friendship with Brancusi. Duchamp’s Bicycle Wheel is an

obvious visual and formal source for Tinguely, who reproduced the work in

drawings and incorporated bicycle wheels into many of works, including Homage

to New York.

That same year Tinguely created Duchamp Fridge using a refrigerator that

Duchamp had given to him (fig. 42).  Equipped with a red light bulb inside and a

very loud siren that went off when the door was opened, the work was intended to

shock visitors who chose to interact with it. The piece was included in the New

Realism show at the Sidney Janis Gallery, exemplifying the artistic use of

common materials championed by Janis and Ashbery in the catalogue for the

show, but retaining the Dada interest in shock and theatricality from which Janis

                                                                                                                                    

311 He also worked with Hultén on the design of a limited edition version of his first retrospective
catalogue Méta available in a case, a clear homage to Duchamp’s The Box in a Valise.
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was hoping to distance his artists. In an interview, Duchamp commented on the

refrigerator that Tinguely received from him:

When I left my old studio on 14th Street I sold my icebox to Tinguely.
What had Tinguely done with it? He’s wired it for sound, and it was in the
“New Realistes” show at Sidney Janis. It’s the appeal my old Readymades
have for young people. They love me as providing a kind of raison d’être
for their own ejaculations.312

With this comment Duchamp captures the exuberance of these younger artists

engaged with the idea of the Readymade and his acknowledgment of the

significance of his idea as a springboard for young and excited experimentation.

While Duchamp was interested in the Readymades as visually indifferent objects,

for Tinguely, the incorporation of the found object into his sculpture held

political, aesthetic, and theatrical potential, ideas that were recognized by Hultén

and Tomkins.

MOVEMENT IN ART

Calvin Tomkins was one of the few American critics to champion the

work of Tinguely, writing a long essay on the artist for the New Yorker magazine,

this essay was ultimately included in Tomkins' The Bride and the Bachelors: Five

Masters of the Avant-Garde in 1965. For the first time the connections between

Duchamp, Tinguely, Cage, Rauschenberg, and Cunningham were made clear. The

overlap of ideas, intentions, and attitudes comes through in Tomkins’ discussions
                                                
312 From “Duchamp: Fifty Years Later”, interview by Francis Stegmüller, Show  3, no. 2
(February 1963), cited in Daniels, “Often Neglected,” 167.
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of their various experimentations, attempts to go beyond traditional notions of art

and the artist, and their shared interest in chance, motion, and everyday materials.

These actions, for Tomkins, were the hallmark of avant-garde ideas in the early

1960s, and precisely the ideas that were being dubbed Neo-Dada. Tomkins

recognized that what these artists were creating was not anti-art, so much as “anti-

serious” and often highly comic art, a spirit that did not endear these artists to

earnest critics and art historians.313 He understood that it was the theatrical nature

of the work that often upset the critics:

Instead of presuming to investigate reality and hand down his findings to
the populace (or to the critics, who will tell the populace how to respond),
the new artist-heretic invites the spectator to participate actively in the
creative process––by interpreting the work of art however he pleases, or,
even better, by simply experiencing it without interpretation. Art, in this
sense, has left its pedestal and invaded the street, a spectacle that must
necessarily dismay critics but one to which the public, and particularly that
part of it under thirty, has responded with increasing delight.314

The perceived threat of mechanical theatricality became particularly apparent in

Hultén’s 1961 exhibition documenting the history of kinetic art.

The first major international exhibition of kinetic art, Movement in Art,

opened in Amsterdam at the Stedelijk Museum under the title Bewogen Beweging

and then traveled to the Moderna Museet in Stockholm.315 With its roots in the

1955 Le Mouvement show, the 1961 exhibition included more than eighty artists

from twenty countries. For Hultén the scope of kinetic art had broadened
                                                
313 Tomkins, The Bride and The Bachelors,  4.

314 Ibid., 5.

315 The exhibition was also shown at the Louisiana Museum in Copenhagen.
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considerably since 1955 to include not only the artists from Le Mouvement, but

also figures such as Josef Albers, Brecht, Kaprow, Johns, Rauschenberg, the

cartoons of Rube Goldberg, and works by filmmakers Richter, Eggeling, and Stan

Vanderbeek (figs. 43 and 44). In all there were 233 works, from Futurist and

Cubist paintings to site-specific works built by Rauschenberg, Tinguely, Kaprow,

Calder, and Spoerri, who also actively participated in the preparation of the

exhibition.316 In addition to objects demonstrating Hultén’s historical

development of kinetic art, the exhibition included works on the museum’s

grounds and around Stockholm, films, light shows, happenings and concerts, all

in an attempt to present “everything that a dynamic conception of art and life

could produce.”317

The exhibition continued many of the tenets put forth in Hultén’s Le

Mouvement, namely a history of kinetic art firmly rooted in Futurism, the

Bauhaus, and Dada that emphasized a dynamic and optimistic potential for a

contemporary kineticism that would revolutionize concepts of life and art. Hultén

found the new art being produced in New York to be “a profound experience” and

it had a direct and dramatic impact on the organization of the exhibition,

contributing to a theme of “violent dynamism of the period.”318 Among the

Americans that he included were Johns, Rauschenberg, and Kaprow, artists not

                                                
316 The exhibition was organized by Hultén, Spoerri, and Carlo Derkert, with Billy Klüver acting
as the coordinator of the American works in the show.

317 Hultén quoted in Moderna Museet=Modern Museum (London: Scala Books, 1998), 14.

318 Ibid., 13.
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normally associated with kinetic art, but certainly artists who were largely

responsible for the “violent dynamism” that Hultén hoped to demonstrate as a

dominant feature of not only art at that moment, but contemporary society as well.

In the exhibition catalogue Hultén argues for a broader cultural context of

philosophy, science, and literature for kineticism by citing Ludwig Wittgenstein,

George Brecht, and John Burnside, an American physicist. In doing so he

attempts to demonstrate that kineticism is as important a facet of life as it is of art.

One notable difference between Movement in Art and Le Mouvement is the

move away from Constructivist-inspired forms. Hultén believed that

Constructivism only concerned formal problems and was therefore futile. As a

result, an artist such as Vasarely, who was a major focus of the 1955 exhibition,

was noted in the catalogue but not represented in the exhibition.319 The particular

kind of movement associated with the retinal play of his paintings did not fit

within the parameters of dynamism being set forth by Hultén. However, many

artists working within a Constructivist model of forms, however, were still

included in the exhibition––Yaacov Agam, Soto, and Nicolas Schöffer, for

example, each had several works in the show. These artists’ works represent an

active engagement with the spectator and an ability to create transformation in the

artwork by the physical movement of the viewer or other direct interactions

between the work and spectator.

                                                
319 Vasarely was one of Denise Réne’s most important artists, and there was likely little question
that he would be included in Le Mouvement given his relationship with the gallerist.
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Dominating the exhibition were works by Calder, Duchamp, Munari, Man

Ray, Soto, and Tinguely, a group of artists that roughly corresponds to the

important figures in the history of kinetic art that Hultén lays out in his text.

Within this history Hultén draws a continuous line from the eighteenth-century

automata of Pierre Jacquet-Droz to Malevich, Balla, and Russolo, directly to

Duchamp, Gabo, and Pevsner, on to Moholy-Nagy, Calder, and Munari, and

finally to present kinetic art dominated by Tinguely. As Henderson points out,

with Duchamp’s Bicycle Wheel and a repeated image of the concentric circles of

the Rotary Glass Plates on the cover of the accompanying catalogue, as well as a

reproduction of the Large Glass made specifically for the exhibition, Hultén

attempted to secure Duchamp as a kinetic artist engaged with a temporal fourth

dimension.320 Hultén was not interested in claiming Duchamp as a Dadaist, a

characterization that was irrelevant to his point of view and would have actually

been at odds with Hultén’s ideas about the utopian potential of kinetic art. At the

same time, Tinguely clearly epitomized the trajectory of kinetic art, and indeed

contemporary art, that Hultén set forth, a line of development that had not

changed very much from 1955, but had instead grown more emphatic. For Hultén,

the exhibition “displayed the greatest optimism at the beginning of a decade that

began so optimistically,” and Tinguely’s work was positioned within this positive

viewpoint.321

                                                
320 Henderson, “From Relativity to the Digital Era and New Cosmologies,” 18. Hultén also
commissioned Swedish critic and artist Ulf Linde to recreate Duchamp’s Large Glass for the
exhibition since the original was too fragile to move from Philadelphia. See Linde’s description of
the process in Moderna Museet=Modern Museum (London: Scala Books, 1998), 56.

321 Hultén quoted in Moderna Museet=Modern Museum, 14.
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Extremely popular and breaking attendance records at the museum, the

exhibition featured Tinguely’s work prominently. His section filled one entire

gallery and included meta-matic painting machines, assemblage sculptures, and

an “engine of destruction” that smashed and chewed objects spectators placed into

the work’s cast-iron mouth. When the show traveled to the Moderna Museet the

question of precedence among the artists was determined by placing works by

Duchamp and Calder at either side of the front door and allowing Tinguely to

dominate the main room with an assembly of objects suspended from the

ceiling.322 The exhibition received criticism for its obvious bias toward a

perceived Neo-Dada faction of kinetic art and the tremendous emphasis placed on

Tinguely’s work in the exhibition. Fellow exhibiting artists were aggressive in

their complaints and actions, even sabotaging Tinguely’s large meta-matic by

pouring beer into its fuel tank.323 Rickey complained bitterly about the pervasive

noise and “strip tease” of Tinguely’s work in what he felt was “a virtual one-man

show.”324

                                                

322 Tomkins, The Bride and The Bachelors, 150–51.

At the Louisiana Museum at Humlebaek near Copenhagen, Tinguely created his first self-
destructing machine event in Europe entitled Study for an End of the World, or Etude pour une fin
du monde, ‘monstre-sculpture-autodéstructive-dynamique et agressive.’ Situated in a park
between the museum and the Baltic shore, Tinguely built a series of five large works, and several
smaller ones, using scrap materials, plaster, dynamite and fireworks. This event is discussed in
greater detail in Chapter 4. It is mentioned here to provide evidence of the scope of Tinguely’s
work in the various venues of this exhibition.

323 Hultén, Méta, 197.

324 George Rickey, “The Kinetic International,” Arts Magazine 35, no. 10 (September 1961): 16-
21.
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Hans Richter, one of the original German Dadaists, provided an interesting

perspective on the Dada associations presented in the exhibition. Reviewing the

show twice, the second time in response to Rickey’s assessment, Richter lamented

that the new form of Dada being produced by Tinguely and his colleagues had

lost the edgy, provocative spirit of the original Dadaists, that it was too dependent

on extravagances and clearly made for galleries and museum collections, not for

revolution.325 Richter was one of several artists who withdrew their work from the

exhibition after seeing the obvious slant that Hultén and the other organizers were

taking. Richter’s reaction was not out of character, for he was one of the more

vocal Dada voices in advocating a nihilist and political view of Dada, unlike the

more optimistic viewpoint supported by Huelsenbeck.

While Richter complimented Tinguely’s works as “ingenious

contraptions” that give a “feeling of liberation from the purposefulness of all the

automates which condition our life,” the sheer quantity of his work overwhelmed

and ultimately negated any content in the work––a legitimate complaint and

problem with regard to Tinguely’s sculptures.326 Richter’s most adamant

complaint concerned what he termed the Neo-Dada leanings of the show, and he

criticized the artists for trying to entertain their audience: “Forty years ago we

voiced our protest in the form of provocations, it is true. But that was at a time

                                                
325 Hans Richter, “Exposition du mouvement à Amsterdam,” Aujourd’hui 31 (May 1961): 55.

326 Hans Richter, “The Kinetic International,” Arts Magazine 36, no. 3 (December 1961): 7.
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when people still could be provoked. Today there are no people who can still be

provoked.”327

However, as Richter himself points out, the exhibition clearly drew a line

from Duchamp to Tinguely.328 Hultén was not interested in emphasizing any

Dada connections to new kineticism; instead, he focused on the revolutionary

potential of motion in art to create new ways of seeing. While in the exhibition

catalogue Hultén referred to the work and writing of Richter, as well as

Huelsenbeck, the emphasis was clearly on a Duchampian sense of the

Readymade, chance, and mechanical movement as the heritage for these young

European kineticists, not the anti-art polemics of Richter.

Rickey, who was represented in the exhibition by one work, focused

particular attention on the artists who shared a Dada sensibility and latched onto

the term Neo-Dada to describe the problems he found in their work. Rickey’s

criticism revolved around the exhibition’s emphasis on Neo-Dada attitudes rather

than on movement, and the delight of the organizers in the succèss de scandal the

exhibition attracted:329

                                                
327 Ibid.

Richter would later trace his own history of Dada in which he would conclude with Neo-Dada,
Pop, and Happenings. By this time, in 1966, Neo-Dada and Pop were hopelessly intertwined, and
Tinguely and his European associates were being viewed in this very different context. Hans
Richter, Dada 1916-1966. Documents of the International Dada Movement exh. cat. (Cologne:
Verlags Rudolf Müller for the Goethe Institute, 1966), 16.

328 Richter, “Exposition du mouvement à Amsterdam,” 55.

329 Rickey begins his article with a list of complaints lodged against the museum, “The Kinetic
International,” 16.
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Nothing in this excellent historical review prepares one for the neo-Dada
bias in the contemporary section or the beatification of Tinguely. The
price paid for Tinguely was high. In the boiler-shop mood he was
permitted to establish, quieter, and far more significant works had little
chance to be seen, to be contemplated, or in some cases to survive.330

The spectacle of these works offended Rickey’s sense of purity in movement, and

his need to explore motion in simple, beautiful ways, which he thought of as

inherently superior to loud works that appeared purposeless except for the need to

draw attention to themselves. These, in Rickey’s view, were superficial. Rickey

would become one of the primary American voices on kinetic art, adhering to a

thoroughly modernist view of what constitutes art, and what makes work

successful, an attitude that resonated with American critics and historians. The

goal for Rickey was the need for monumental art utilizing movement and the need

for kinetic art to purge itself of its frivolous aspects of novelty and wonder.331

The use of machines to create motion was particularly problematic for

Rickey:

Some of these merely demonstrate, with insistent repetition, their own
uselessness . . . the power of a motor has been used to make diverting in
motion what is dull and meaningless while at rest . . . this type of kinetic
assemblage is the most common, the most captivating for the public, and
the least significant.332

This was a common complaint in the United States not only about Tinguely’s art,

but about kinetic art as a whole. While it is a legitimate criticism, it is one that is

                                                
330 Ibid., 18.

331 Rickey, “The Morphology of Movement t,” 114.

332 Ibid., 94.
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limited and does not attempt to appreciate or understand the significance in using

these kinds of movements or the construction of these sculptures as deliberate and

purposeful on the part of the artists making them. Rickey champions artists who

design with movement itself, as distinct from movement that is incidental or

accessory; yet the motorized movement of Tinguely’s work is integral to his

pieces.333

Rickey is intensely critical of the kind of motion Tinguely uses, claiming

that motor-driven devices create a speed of movement that settles into a disturbing

frequency meant to excite and repeat in obvious cycles, causing the work to be

theater rather than art:

Motion reveals weakness as well; in the case of Tinguely not only does the
breakdown of the machines constitute self-sabotage by the sculptor, but
when the machines work, their motion shows that the assemblages of cast-
off wheels, cranks, and junked appliances are too seriously ordered and
constructed for him to be fully effective as mocker of machines, just as
they are too ephemeral to be viewed as sculpture. The phase of Tinguely
and of other artists preoccupied with movement in “happenings,”
assemblage, and “nouveau réalisme” is more properly viewed as theater
. . . It is the drama, not the object, which counts.334

It is precisely the theatrical aspects of movement that Tinguely was harnessing to

create movement that dematerializes the object, either visually as his earlier works

attempted, or psychologically when the object becomes a conduit to an

experience. Movement used to produce drama was a positive goal for Tinguely,

not negative. Rickey saw Tinguely as the inheritor of the Dadaist idea of
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movement in art as a joke, as a mockery of movement, an understandable affront

to Rickey’s personal belief in movement as poetry.335 Yet, while Tinguely’s work

certainly contains all of the elements that Rickey disliked, the Dada influence is

not a mocking of movement per se, but an attempt to challenge and engage

motion on a variety of levels.

Rickey’s most insightful criticism comes when he categorizes two

different strains of kineticism that developed out of World War I, Constructivist

and Dadaist: “The Constructivist wing worked with movement itself without

meaning; the Dadaist used imagery, suggestion, association, and ideas inherited

from collage, with movement used to underline, intensify, sometimes

transform.”336 It was Rickey’s clear preference for the Contructivist side of the

kinetic coin that dominated the American reception of kinetic art throughout the

decade.

Hultén’s exhibition certainly brought to the foreground the debate between

the Constructivist tradition versus so-called Neo-Dada attitudes in kineticism. For

Hultén Dada associations were not a central issue. Hultén championed young

European artists continuing the traditions set forth by Bauhaus ideas and the

radicalness of Duchamp’s Readymade. For Hultén, kinetic art was relevant,

revolutionary, and optimistic, making it one of the most appropriate art forms for

contemporary society. He was making a concentrated effort to legitimize the work

of contemporary artists working with movement to break down artistic traditions,
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to create ironic commentary, and to engage spectators in art. For Hultén, this

engagement was epitomized by the use of the machine, a theme he would take to

its logical conclusion in his 1968 exhibition The Machine as Seen at the End of

the Mechanical Age. While conservative American critics and artists viewed

Tinguely’s machines in terms of pessimistic destruction and irreverence, linked

invariable to a specifically nihilistic definition of Dada, Tinguely and his

European supporters viewed the work as inherently optimistic and relevant in its

revolutionary tendencies and specific use of materials.
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CHAPTER 4

The Politics of Tinguely’s Auto-Destructive Machines

Aesthetic experience is now a matter of participation, a three way dialogic
situation actually taking place in space and time between the artist, the
spectator, and the object. It is something which happens, in which one is
actively and psychologically involved rather than something you look at
and take on subjectively. Thus, if we must have father figures, they should
be Duchamp, not Picasso, Jarry, not Apollinaire.337

Writing on violence in art, this reviewer hits upon two key factors relevant

to understanding Tinguely’s work, namely the iconoclasm of Duchamp and

Jarry’s works, and performance––through the manipulation of time and space––as

a way of engaging an audience in active participation with art. As Paul Schimmel

has noted, during the late 1950s to the mid-1960s, there was an overriding

preoccupation with the temporal dimension of art, and an overwhelming number

of artists from the United States, Europe, and Japan increasingly began to define

their production in terms of the dialectic of creation and destruction.338

Tinguely’s auto-destructive mechanical performances helped to define

new possibilities for art. Yet, Tinguely was working within a continuum of artistic

exploration into annihilation in art and sharing with artists an interest in radical

politics that influenced their choice of artistic media and practice. Tinguely had an
                                                
337 Kenneth Coutts-Smith, “Violence in Art,” Art and Artists 1, no. 5 (August 1966): 5.

338 Schimmel, “Leap into the Void,” 17.
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affinity for anarchist thought and a strong aversion to American capitalism, which

came to light in his self-destructing machines. What role do political philosophies

play in these works and what is the context for these pieces, particularly in

Europe, in the early to mid-1960s?

Post-World War II Europe provided an important context for Tinguely’s

work. The late 1950s and early 1960s proved to be a tumultuous period of

international focus on nuclear war, space exploration, political upheaval, and

human rights. The Cold War was in full swing, with international implications

beyond the Soviet Union and the United States. Paris was at the hub of

international affairs in the spring of 1960 when Khrushchev paid a state visit to

France. A month later he sabotaged a planned summit conference with the

announcement that the Soviet Union had shot down an American spy plane in the

Urals (the U2 affair). Also in 1960, the African continent gained seventeen new

independent states, resulting in three-quarters of the continent’s population

becoming citizens of self-governing nations, although often with violent and

deadly results.

These events greatly affected the political and cultural life in France. As

Doerr outlines, fierce ideological debates defined French cultural life in the years

between the end of the war, and 1960—a period in which France emerged from

the shadow of the war and transformed itself into a modern consumer society with

increasingly socialist reforms.339 Many French intellectuals of the 1940s and

                                                
339 Doerr outlines the changing environment in postwar France, from the renovation of Paris, to
the urbanization of the country, and the socialization of industry. Doerr, “Jean Tinguely,” 63.
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1950s, including Jean Paul Sartre and Albert Camus, believed that artists and

writers had a responsibility to be actively engaged in the making of both culture

and politics.340 In addition, there was an intellectual and artistic hope that the

conclusion of World War II would provide a clean slate upon which a new France

and Europe could be built.341 Certainly Tinguely’s statements regarding Homage

to New York indicate that he felt that his art possessed a critical dimension.

Referring to Tinguely’s early meta-mechanical machines, Hultén states,

“In isolation these acts of revolution can no more affect society than could the

separate assassinations carried out by Russian anarchists in the nineteenth-

century, but taken all together, the strength of these symbols of the right of the

individual to say a spontaneous ‘No’ is overwhelming.”342 Hultén is clearly

defining Tinguely’s sculptures in relation to anarchism in an attempt to legitimize

his work and that of other artists working with movement, as a radical and worthy

response to the hegemony and power of the existing art structure. Even if this

comparison of qualities feels extreme today, and most likely felt extreme at the

time as well, there was a definite revolutionary attempt by Tinguely and his peers

to upset the hierarchical systems of art and to make an art that responded to

                                                
340 Ibid., 67.

341 See Doerr’s discussion of Existentialism in relation to postwar intellectual attitudes. Also see
H. Stuart Hughes, The Obstructed Path: French Social Thought in the Years of Desperation,
1930-1960 (New York: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1966); Tony Judt, Past Imperfect: French
Intellectuals, 1944-1956 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992); Herbert R. Lottmann,
The Left Bank: Writers, Artists, and Politics from the Popular Front to the Cold War (Boston:
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1982); and Francis Morris, ed., Paris Postwar: Art and
Existentialism, 1944-1955 exh. cat. (London: The Tate Gallery, 1993).

342 Hultén, “Vicarious Freedom,” 41.
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contemporary situations, whether they were economic, political, or cultural.

Intertwined with the deliberate and inherent irony of his work is a level of artistic

sincerity.

TINGUELY’S INTEREST IN ANARCHISM

The biographical anecdote of Tinguely’s abortive attempt to be a

resistance fighter in Albania during World War II at the age of fourteen is often

cited in histories of his work. While biographical narratives are not necessarily

accurate barometers of artistic intention, Tinguely’s early chronology of anarchist

and communist activities illuminates the scope of his awareness and involvement

in political activities from a young age. In 1939 upon hearing about the

occupation of Albania by Mussolini’s troops, the fourteen-year old Tinguely ran

away from home to enlist with the anti-fascist resistance. He was arrested at the

Italian border and returned home after three days in prison. Tinguely joined the

illegal “Communist Youth League” in 1944 and later joined the legal “Free

Youth” and the Communist “Party of Work.”

In 1947 Tinguely distanced himself from orthodox Communism and took

an intense interest in the political and philosophical theories of anarchism. During

the post-war period Basel became a meeting place for political refugees, with a

circle of syndicalists, anarchists, and ex-Communists meeting at a second-hand

bookshop and publishing house run by Heinrich Koechlin. In 1948 Tinguely
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traveled to Paris in order the design the pavilion for the Communist Women’s

Movement.343

Upon arriving in Paris in 1953 Tinguely was hardly alone in his political

sympathies. He found other artists and critics undertaking artistic pursuits that

questioned the elevation of art to sacred status and explored the possibilities of

engaging the public and changing life experiences. Yet, Tinguely was somewhat

scornful of some of the young critics and philosophers in Paris, like Alain

Jouffroy, who saw in Tinguely’s work (and that of his fellow kinetic artists) a

means by which to promote their own political agendas. Critical of their lack of

understanding of anarchism, Tinguely states:

Men like Charles Estienne, Alain Jouffroy, and others, they were these
kinds of anti-fascists, these crypto-communists hanging around Paris, all
over, young people on the left but not yet anarcho. They hadn’t seen the
whole message of Landauer, Bakunin, Kropotkin, Erich Mühsam,
Proudhon and the others. They had a postwar notion of anti-fascism which
was still lingering. They were searching for a new fascism. They saw
fascism everywhere.  .  .  . They practiced a bizarre anti-fascism.344

                                                
343 Much later, in 1961 Tinguely made a series of works entitled Balubas. The name was taken
from a Bantu tribe that was led into the wars of liberation in the Congo in 1960 by Patrice
Lumumba and may also be interpreted as an homage to the freedom fighters opposing colonialism.
Szeemann, Jean Tinguely’s Favorites: Yves Klein, 55-62.

344 Interview between Dominique de Menil and Jean Tinguely, June 17, 1980. Reprinted in
Szeemann, Jean Tinguely’s Favorites: Yves Klein, 52.

As an example of the ideas of these young critics, Alain Jouffroy, Jean Jacques Lebel, and Sergio
Rusconi organized an exhibition in response to the 1960 Venice Biennale entitled Anti-Proces, in
which Tinguely’s work was featured. In the accompanying manifesto, they stated their position on
the need for truly revolutionary art practices, saying:

No progress is conceivable without the preliminary destruction of the morality, culture,
and religion of such societies as deny man sovereignty. To grant the artist, as a member
of the elite, spiritual liberty is not enough. In the long run we must understand that the
only revolutionary art is an art that calls the world in question on behalf of substantial
liberty, the birthright of all.
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However adamant he may have been about others’ political beliefs, Tinguely’s

understanding of anarchism was his own personal amalgamation of references and

not neatly decipherable. What is revealing is Tinguely’s acknowledgment of

certain anarchist ideas, as well as how these ideas affected his desire to create

kinetic art and, in particular, steered the direction of his auto-destructive

mechanical performances.

Tinguely’s interest in and admiration for the writings of Max Stirner are

well documented and lend credence to the assertion that Tinguely, while not

overtly dogmatic, was politically aware in his work.345 In several interviews

Tinguely acknowledged his debt to Stirner and the profound influence of the

German anarchist philosopher’s 1845 publication The Ego and His Own.346 As

Violand-Hobi and others have emphasized, in Stirner’s vigorous emphasis on will

and instinct rather than reason and in his relentless exposition of freedom,

Tinguely and artists before him, such as Duchamp, discovered a philosophy that

they could make their own. 347 Stirner advocated the liberation of the self,
                                                                                                                                    
See Alain Jouffroy and Jean Jacques Lebel, Anti-Proces exh. cat. (Venice: Galleria Il Canale,
1960), np.

345 Almost all of the biographical histories of Tinguely mention his fascination with Stirner. See
Violand Hobi, Jean Tinguely; Doerr, “Jean Tinguely”; Hultén, Méta; Keller, Tinguely et le
Mystere de la Roue Manquante; and Reinhardt Stumm and Kurt Wyss, Jean Tinguely (Basel:
Friedrich Reinhardt Verlag, 1985).

Max Stirner was the pseudonym of Johann Kaspar Schmidt. His 1845 book was first published in
France in 1899 as L’Unique et sa propriété, with a second edition published in 1910. Henderson,
Duchamp in Context, 263, fn 45.

346 Heidi E. Violand-Hobi quotes Tinguely as having siad, “I read Stirner, Marx, Bachofen, Hegel,
Kropotkin, Bakunin, Proudhon and others,” in  Jean Tinguely, 14.

347 Violand-Hobi, “Jean Tinguely’s Kinetic Art,” 28-29, 34.
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stressing individual revolt, not revolution, and based his treatise on his

observation that all people are beings who possess unique qualities, that give the

individual the right to assume a superior position in society. Stirner’s vitriolic text

argues against all forms of hierarchy and community, including organized

religion, government, Communism, and interpersonal relationships, such as

marriage, that force one individual to be dependent upon another. Instead he

supported the development of one’s unique self, stating: “I am unique. . . . And it

is only as this unique I that I take everything for my own, as I set myself to work,

and develop myself, only as this. I do not develop men, not as man, but, as I, I

develop myself.”348

When Duchamp was asked late in life to identify a specific philosopher or

philosophical theory that was of special significance to his work, he cited only

Stirner’s publication.349 Francis Naumann has discussed the importance of

Stirner’s text on Duchamp’s work, in particular the Three Standard Stoppages, a

unique system of measurement that was precisely determined by the chance of a

given individual and which was to be utilized within the framework of his own

personal requirements.350 As an iconoclast, Duchamp would most likely have

                                                
348 Max Stirner, The Ego and His Own: The Case of the Individual Against Authority (1844;
Reprint. New York: Libertarian Book Club, 1963), 361.

349 See Francis M. Naumann, “Marcel Duchamp: A Reconciliation of Opposites,” in Marcel
Duchamp Artists of the Century, eds. Rudolf Kuenzli and Francis M. Naumann (Cambridge, MA:
The MIT Press, 1989), 29; also published in Definitively Unfinished Duchamp, ed. Thierry de
Duve (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1991), 53-56; and Duchamp’s unpublished interview with
Harriet, Sidney, and Carroll Janis, 1953, 92-93. Tomkins suggests that Picabia, an admirer of
Stirner, may have introduced the book to Duchamp, see Tomkins, Duchamp: A Biography, 123.

350 Francis M. Naumann, The Mary and William Sisler Collection (New York: The Museum of
Modern Art, 1984), 170.
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responded to Stirner’s statements about dismissing all dogmas and debunking the

idea of sanctity. Stirner believed that “no thought is sacred . . . no feeling is sacred

. . . and no belief is sacred,” and that “everything sacred is a tie, a fetter.”351

Duchamp appreciated what he saw as Stirner’s resistance to creating his own

dogmas, saying, “He absolutely didn’t tell you what to do or shouldn’t do, he just

told you that it was like this,”352 an approach to ideas that Duchamp cultivated in

his own work. Duchamp’s independence as an artist is related to Stirner’s attitude

concerning the egoistic right, which is simply: “If it is right for me, it is right.”353

Tinguely shared Duchamp’s interest in the philosopher, but was unaware

of Duchamp’s knowledge of his theories.354 Tinguely first read Stirner’s work in

Basel around 1948, concurrent with the formative period of his art schooling.355

Stirner’s rejection of all systematic philosophies and his attack on all levels of

social and political authority would have appealed to Tinguely’s sensibilities.

Both Tinguely and Duchamp would have responded to Stirner’s statement, “The

egoist, turning against the demands and concepts of the present, executes

pitilessly the most measureless desecration. Nothing is holy to him!”356 Tinguely

                                                                                                                                    

351 Stirner, The Ego and His Own, 358, 216.

352 Duchamp in unpublished interviewed with Harriet, Sidney, and Carroll Janis, 1953, 93.

353 Stirner, The Ego and His Own, 190.

354 In an interview with Deiter Daniels, Tinguely remarked that he believed that Duchamp was
unfamiliar with Stirner, and that they had never discussed his writing. See Daniels, “Often
Neglected,” Marcel Duchamp, 164.

355 Ibid., 167, fn 13.

356 Stirner, The Ego and His Own, 184.
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acknowledged the importance of the book in both his development as an

individual and as an artist, stating: “[The Ego and His Own] helped me to be me.

It made me an egoist. Without the book, the idea of the place of the individual in

society would be less clear.”357 Tinguely saw not only himself, but also Yves

Klein as an exemplar of an egoist.358 Certainly Klein’s strong individuality and

unique ideas concerning art production would lend themselves to this comparison,

but his fierce desire to conquer the art world and interests in the philosophies of

Rosicrucianism, alchemy, and membership in the Order of St. Sebastian, among

other items, make his relationship to Stirner’s ideas less likely.

Tinguely’s interest in Stirner manifested itself again in the late 1980s

when he constructed a series of mechanical portraits of philosophers whose

writings and ideas he admired. The resulting group of Philosophes is an eclectic

mix of anarchists, philosophers, and cultural critics from throughout the

nineteenth and twentieth-centuries, including Theodor Adorno, Michael Bakunin,

Henri Bergson, Friedrich Engels, George Hegel, Martin Heidegger, Soren

Kierkegaard, Peter Kropotkin, Marcuse, Friedrich Nietzsche, Pierre Joseph

Proudhon, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Arthur Schoppenhauer, Rudolf Steiner,

Stirner, Ludwig Wittgenstein, and a few portraits of friends that Tinguely held up

to these standards including his first wife Eva Aeppli, the Swiss sculptor Bernhard

                                                                                                                                    

357 Tinguely quoted in Michel Concil Lacoste, Tinguely: L’énergétique de l’insilence (Paris:
Éditions de la difference, 1989), 77.

358 Tinguely wrote “Yves: ‘Der Einzige und sein Eigentum’ Max Stirner” in the lower corner of a
page of sketches, reprinted in Yves Klein, ed. Thomas McEvilley exh. cat. (Houston: Institute for
the Arts, Rice University, 1982).
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Luginbühl, and Klein. Tinguely claimed to have wanted to “make a gallery of

those who had helped me to think when I was young and inspired me,” and the

list of philosophers is revealing in its breadth.359

Not surprising is Tinguely’s interest in the major cultural theorists of the

nineteenth and twentieth-centuries, but interesting is the inclusion of writers such

as Steiner and Bergson, thinkers who were important to many early modernist

artists but whose ideas had largely been dismissed or forgotten by mid-century.

Bergson’s ideas on laughter and mechanical movement are particularly relevant to

Tinguely’s work. Mechanical elements in the human realm were a source of

comedy for Bergson, who in 1900 set forth his theories on this subject in his essay

on laughter, Le Rire. According to Bergson, “The attitudes, gestures, and

movements of the human body are laughable in exact proportion as that body

reminds us of a simple machine.” Discussing the drawings of “comic artists,” in

particular, he continues: “The more exactly these two images, that of a person and

that of a machine, fit into each other, the more striking is the comic effect, and the

more consummate the art of the draughtsman.” Bergson believed that any

combination of the mechanical and organic was unnatural and therefore

humorous.360 Tinguely’s mechanical portrait of Bergson, mounted on a mobile
                                                
359 Lacoste, Tinguely: L’energetique de l’insilence, 69. Tinguely stated that at the age of sixteen
Heinrich Koechlin introduced him to the writings of Kropotkin and Proudhon, which led to a
succession of reading including Hegel, Engels, Schopenhauer, Heidegger, Sartre, and Goethe, with
the texts of Bergson and Stirner coming a little later. See Daniel Soutif, “Tinguely et ses
‘philosophes’,” Jean Tinguely les philosophes exh. cat. (Antibes: Musée Picasso, 1999): 20.

360 Bergson’s text had been published as Le Rire: Essai sur la signification du comique (Paris:
Félix Alcan, 1900). For these two statements see Henri Bergson, Laughter: An Essay on the
Meaning of the Comix, trans. Cloudesley Brereton and Fred Rothwell (New York: McMillan,
1991), pp. 29, 31; and Bergson, Laughter, p. 84. See Henderson, Duchamp in Context, 35.
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base that allows the piece to “walk” lurchingly across the gallery and topped by a

rotating metalwork pineapple, epitomizes Bergson’s theories on the relationship

between man and machine and its resultant humor (fig. 45). Tinguely’s portrait of

Stirner has a similar mobile independence, as well as a certain fierceness of

intensity as its large drum “head” spins rapidly, causing a metal arm to jut back

and forth threateningly (fig. 46).

Stirner’s polemical writings on the primacy of the individual serve as an

appropriate model for the avant-garde’s adherence to individualism, but he is

something of an anomaly in anarchist thought. His ideas diverge from anarchism

in that he had no interest in relating the individualism he encouraged to any social

context whatsoever, except in the negative sense of an individualist separation

from society altogether.361 Stirner exalted the intrinsic value of the unique

individual in The Ego and His Own, and the extreme nature of his views seemed

to many young intellectuals the most complete expression of all their anti-

conventional values.362 His popularity among artists and writers in the early

twentieth-century owes a great deal to the parallel discovery of Nietzsche: the

individualist politics of both could easily be adapted to modernist aesthetics.

Ironically, the anti-aesthetic of Stirner had great aesthetic appeal.

As David Weir suggests, at the turn of the century there was a separation

of radicalism from politics, causing a shift in which anarchism itself became an

                                                
361 David Weir, Anarchy and Culture: The Aesthetic Politics of Modernism (Amherst: University
of Massachusetts Press, 1997), 155.

362 James Joll, The Anarchists (1964; Reprint. London: Eyre and Spottiswoode, Ltd., 1979), 154.
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independent aesthetic. By the end of the nineteenth-century the combination of

Enlightenment and romantic values that marked the origins of anarchist thought

yielded two distinct strains of anarchism, one communistic, the other

individualistic.363 Stirner provides an appropriately anarchistic model of aesthetic

individualism, since his brand of egoism posits the absolute autonomy of the self.

Radical individualists justified their elitist preoccupations in terms of the freedom

of the artist and the liberation of the imagination. Understandably, the reputation

of Dada members is one as rebels, nihilists, and anarchists due to their desire to

tear down and destroy existing conventions. Despite a popular association of

anarchism with disorder and nihilism, based in part from its legacy of terrorism

and propaganda by the deed, much anarchist theory is not a synonym for

negation, but instead emphasizes a potential for individual and collective

freedom.364 This was a distinction that Tinguely realized, stating: “The original

idea behind the anarchist movement was not, as is wrongly asserted today, the

destruction of the power system by terrorism in order to achieve power, but the

concept that freedom presupposes the absence of power.”365

Aesthetic individualism took the radical individual freedom and creativity

of anarchism as espoused by Stirner and transformed any political content into a

more purely aesthetic function. Rarer are those avant-garde artists and writers

                                                
363 Weir, Anarchy and Culture, 190.

364 Daniel Guerin, Anarchism: From Theory to Practice (New York: Monthly Review Press,
1970), 42.

365 Jean Tinguely, Du no. 434 (April 1977): 46.
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who desired to use these same aesthetic ideas to create an impetus for change in

society.366 In the early 1960s, kinetic and optical experimentation in art used

aesthetic experimentation to promote societal change, attempting to provide subtle

commentary on cultural conditions and activities (as in the case of Tinguely), or

to impose utopian ideals through changing visual perception (as did certain Op

artists such as Soto, or the German Group Zero). In part, Tinguely’s response to

Stirner and other anarchists manifested itself as a political component in his

sculpture, in contrast to Duchamp’s completely apolitical appreciation of Stirner.

The range of Tinguely’s work represents many of these varying levels of

anarchistic integration, from purely aesthetic, formal sculptural innovations to

communal theatrical productions. Tinguely also credited Stirner with instilling in

him a spirit of collaboration, a very different response from Duchamp.367

Tinguely may have been responding to the one positive reference to community in

Stirner’s text:

Therefore we two, the State and I, are enemies. I, the egoist, have not at
heart the welfare of this “human society,” I sacrifice nothing to it, I only
utilize it; but to be able to utilize it completely I transform it rather into my
property and my creature; that is, I annihilate it, and form in its place the
Union of Egoists.368

                                                
366 Kandinsky is one of these few early modernists who were interested in the connections of
anarchism and abstraction in order to enact social change. See Rose-Carol Washton Long,
“Occultism, Anarchism, and Abstraction: Kandinsky’s Art of the Future,” Art Journal  46, no. 1
(Spring 1987): 38-45.

367 Lacoste, Tinguely. L’énergétique de l’insolence, 77. Quoted in Soutif, “Tinguely et ses
“philosophes,” 32.

368 Stirner, The Ego and His Own, 179.
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This statement is the closest that Stirner comes to suggesting an alternative socio-

political system to the one he wishes to abolish, and he does not go beyond the

very outline of a new order. At the minimum, Stirner suggests a loose association

of conscious “egoists” drawn together voluntarily by the attraction of their mutual

interests. Stirner’s extreme individualism aside, the ideal of mutuality is a

fundamental principle upon which anarchism bases its social order.369 For

Tinguely and the American and European artists he worked with, the belief in

mutuality manifested itself in a desire for artistic collaboration. Yet, it is his

violent self-destructing machine performances that come the closest to embodying

both an aesthetic and social agenda.

TINGUELY’S SELF-DESTRUCTING MECHANICAL PERFORMANCES

For Tinguely, focusing on the absurdity of the machine pointed up the fact

that the perceived evils of technology lie not with the machines themselves but

with those who control the machines, an idea that is paralleled in the writings of

Herbert Marcuse. In his 1964 treatise One Dimensional Man, Marcuse mentions

technology as a secondary cause of cultural and economic worries; instead he

identifies the political-economic insanity that is interwoven into technology. He

urges the marginalized members of society to initiate a counterculture

transformation of technology by artists, poets, environmentalists, feminists, and

others. Marcuse stresses the need to develop alternative ideas and technologies,
                                                
369 Mutual aid was a central issue for many anarchists, including Proudhon and Kropotkin. See
Joll, The Anarchists for a further discussion of this topic.
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arguing that Western science and technology are inherently flawed by their logic

of domination.

While Marcuse sounds somewhat utopian in suggesting that reorganizing

and restructuring the use of technologies can overcome the one-dimensional

society that capitalism has produced, he astutely notes, “In the medium of

technology, culture, politics, and the economy merge into an omnipresent system

which swallows up or repulses all alternatives.”370 Technology serves as a

lynchpin for change. According to Marcuse, “Liberation depends on the

consciousness of servitude,” and a distinguishing feature of advanced industrial

society is “its effective suffocation of those needs which demand liberation.”371

Tinguely’s useless machines and mechanical performers address this issue

through the deliberate use of industrial scrap materials and performance that

heightens an awareness of machines and technology through the choice of media

and the direct impact of theatricality.

Tinguely’s view of industrial machines is unlike the classic fear illustrated

in Charlie Chaplin’s Modern Times, of man dominated by the efficiency of

machines. On the contrary, his self-destructing machines question that efficiency.

He states:

It’s terrifying how we don’t realize how the machine has come to
dominate our age. . . . This domination by machine has produced an
America that is a mad circus of automated, industrial machinery, such as
we’ve not yet seen in Europe. Yet even here we’ve grown oblivious to the

                                                
370 Herbert Marcuse, One Dimensional Man: Studies in the Ideology of Advanced Industrial
Society (Boston: Beacon Press, 1964), xvi.

371 Ibid., 7.



178

fact that in Paris there is such a mass of machinery in the street that one
hardly moves. But it will get worse: you’re going to see real madness!
This kind of madness preoccupies me, and I think that with my machines I
point out the stupidity of the machine; the enormous uselessness of this
gigantic effort.372

Marcuse’s writings support the use of art as a means of transforming

society and clearly link art to technological possibilities:

The rationality of art, its ability to project existence, to define yet
unrealized possibilities could then be envisaged as validated by and
functioning in the scientific-technological transformation of the world.
Rather than being the handmaiden of the established apparatus,
beautifying its business and its misery, art would become a technique for
destroying this business and this misery.373

Marcuse’s advocacy of using art to change technology and ultimately society

corresponds to Tinguely’s interest in democratizing art and industry.374 Tinguely

was by no means a theoretician, nor one prone to verbalizing his intentions,

preferring to leave the experience of viewing his work as his statement.

Tinguely’s short written manifestos, nonetheless, provide important clues into his

interests in linking time and movement to anarchism and freedom of individuals.

For Tinguely movement embodied the notions of change and transformation as an

opposition to any form of permanence or control. Ultimate freedom was to be

found in movement, and he implored people to embrace movement as a means of
                                                
372 Tinguely, quoted in Laura Mathews, “The Designs for Motion,” 84-85.

373 Marcuse, One Dimensional Man, 239.

374 While Tinguely does not indicate that he knew Marcuse’s writing in the 1960s, his later
mechanical portrait of the theorist in the mid-1980s demonstrates that he was eventually aware of
him. At what point he discovered Marcuse’s work is unknown. The connection between
Marcuse’s writings and Tinguely’s sculpture is raised to indicate that there was a cultural context
sympathetic to Tinguely’s views toward technology and machines.
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both personal and societal change, stating, “Only in movement do we find the true

essence of things. Today we can no longer believe in permanent laws, defined

religions, durable architecture, or eternal kingdoms.”375

Tinguely viewed art as a revolutionary act.376 In fact Tinguely asserts,

“The most glorious function of art is assassination,”  meaning the ability to

question and dismantle traditional assumptions and hierarchies within the art

world through the use of bold ideas and techniques, as well as opening minds to

broader ideas. The immediacy of his work testifies to Tinguely’s desire to connect

to his audience, as do his attempts to democratize art and technology. Whether it

be drawing machines that allow anyone to produce an abstract painting, published

plans that allow readers to build their own Tinguely sculpture, or even the simply

novelty of kinetic machine art, Tinguely used materials and created actions that

would engage an audience.

Early European admirers of Tinguely’s work commented on its anarchistic

style and actions, and isolated the idea of freedom as its most important

contribution. While this sense of freedom would be dismissed through

descriptions of whimsy or connotations of nihilism by American writers, in

Europe, particularly in the late 1950s, critics like Hultén saw a political idealism.

For example, about Tinguely’s early meta-mechanicals Hultén stated:

These new artistic entities exist in enviable freedom. They stand outside
all laws and are not bound by any system. This art represents pure anarchy
in its most beautiful form. It is revolutionary, dynamic, and freer than we
can ever hope to be ourselves. So far as one can see, it is a piece of pure

                                                
375 Jean Tinguely, Für Statik, reprinted in Zero (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1973), 119.

376 Tinguely wrote “Art is Revolution” for the National Zeitung Basle in 1967.
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life which has succeeded in wriggling its way past good and evil, right and
wrong, beauty and ugliness. It is a piece of pure existence, ever changing,
which doesn’t have to mean anything, or be ‘for’ anything, any more than
a flower or a rat has to mean anything. But you would be wrong to think it
is not dangerous. It is packed with freedom, as a bomb is with TNT. It is a
small, latent assassination threat to all established order, it is a symbol of
an immense freedom and all right-thinking people would be terrified if
they took the measure of its strength. It is a symbol of an absolute,
breathtaking, absurd freedom. It personifies a freedom that would not
otherwise exist, and therein lies its value.377

Hultén emphasizes the potential that is latent in freedom, pointing out its

destructive impact, but clearly championing the anarchist ideal of revolution. He

stresses freedom in the sense of liberation from the tyranny of imposed meaning

or controls of any kind. In linking freedom to movement, and because it is a

description of Tinguely’s work, Hultén implicitly links it to machines. The

recognition of absurdity in this mix of ideas plays a key role in the directions that

Tinguely would take his work beginning in 1960.

These characteristics take on the added weight and significance of absurd

destruction in Tinguely’s mechanical suicide events. Doerr elaborates on the

context of the Cold War in understanding Tinguely’s self-destructing machines.

These works were created at the height of the Cold War, during the most tense

negotiations and standoffs between the United States and the Soviet Union. Doerr

cites United States President John F. Kennedy and Soviet Premier Nikita

Khrushchev’s 1961 summit in Vienna, in which ultimatums ultimately led to the

                                                
377 Hultén, “Vicarious Freedom,” 28.
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building of the Berlin Wall, the Soviet resumption of atmospheric testing of

nuclear weapons, and the 1962 Bay of Pigs incident.378

Seen in the context of a specific time dominated by the threat of suicidal

politics through nuclear weapons, Tinguely’s work takes on a distinct political

meaning. Terrorist attacks in France would add another, even more immediate,

context to Tinguely’s suicide machines. In a 1966 interview with Tinguely,

Jouffroy acknowledged the impact on Tinguely’s work, stating:

You told me one day, at the moment of great assassination attempts in
Paris and of the struggle between the FLN and the OAS, that you believed
that the work of art was a space of attempted assassination that aimed not
at explosion but at implosion, which also has a political significance—that
is to say, negative, anarchistic.379

However, these works are not simply a criticism or response to the real threat of

self-annihilation of the world, or in any way a celebration of terrorist acts. Rather,

they indicate an immediate response to the cultural, political, and economic

climates specific to post-war Europe and America that stem from an awareness of

earlier anarchistic models, both in content and aesthetic decisions.

 Study for an End of the World, No. 1

Tinguely’s second self-destroying machine Etude pour une fin du monde,

“monstre-sculpture-autodéstructive-dynamique et aggressive” was staged at the

Louisiana Museum showing of Movement in Art. Rather that one large machine,

                                                
378 Doerr, “Jean Tinguely,” 138-40.

379 Jouffroy, “Jean Tinguely,” 38.
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as Tinguely had built for Homage to New York, he constructed an installation in

the picturesque park between the museum and the shore of the Baltic composed of

five large figures and several smaller ones, made from scrap materials, plaster,

dynamite and various fireworks. Most of the parts were whitewashed or wrapped

in reflective aluminum foil (figs. 47 and 48).

According to Hultén, the event was a magnificent spectacle of blazing and

bursting rockets, accompanied by various elaborate side-shows: a rocking horse

rocked wildly; a doll’s pram trundled through the installation; the Russian

astronaut, Yuri Gagarin, in the form of a broken doll, was shot into space; and, as

a finale, the French flag descended slowly by parachute. Tinguely had coated the

explosives with plaster, which substantially increased the strength of their blasts.

The explosions were at times so violent that the audience’s clothes were blown

about as if by a gale-force wind, and rockets flew low over their heads.380

The Louisiana’s founder and recently retired director Knud Jensen

described the scene as resembling a war zone, with loud explosions, suffocating

black smoke, a “drama without mercy.”381 Tinguely worked out his violent end of

the world in a detailed sketch that indicates exactly how the mechanisms were

planned (fig. 49). Each of the five white sculptures were noted as “classical”

pieces, and the unraveling of events would lead the viewer from “solitude and

parody,” to “irony and romanticism,” to “aggression and terror,” into the final

                                                
380 Hultén, Méta, 216.

381 Knud Jensen, Mit Louisiana Liv, 2nd ed. (Copenhagen: Gyldendal, 1993), 90-91, translated in
Doerr, “Jean Tinguely,” 141-42.
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phase of mortars and “destructive atmosphere” that was tinged with the

“burlesque.” A sharp humor runs throughout, as Tinguely outlined an attack on

traditional views of the greatness of art of the past with dysfunctional machines as

the stand-ins for classical sculpture. Compared to Homage to New York, Study for

the End of the World No. 1 is a much more aggressive event. Rather than one

large machine, Tinguely created mechanical characters that are both assailants

and victims in this war. The use of heavy explosives and fireworks created an

atmosphere that was akin to a battlefield, with the individual sculptures serving as

soldiers in their own personal war.

In an unanticipated bit of irony, after the destruction of Study for an End

of the World was completed, souvenir hunters found a dead dove in the rubble, the

dove of peace which should have flown up thirty seconds after ignition as the first

special effect. The death of the dove, due to a technical fault, sparked a loud

backlash against modern art, and Tinguely was fined for being responsible for the

death of the bird.382

Study for an End of the World, No. 2

In 1962 NBC television approached Tinguely about staging an event for

“David Brinkley’s Journal,” to which Tinguely responded by making Study for an
                                                
382 Hultén, Méta, 216-7. Later that year, through an invitation from Duchamp, Niki de Saint-
Phalle, and Tinguely went to Spain to participate in the “Homenaje a Dali,” a fiesta in honor of the
surrealist artist. In the bullring they released an eight foot high Golden Calf, a “Toro de Fuego,”
which spewed sparks, rockets, and clouds of smoke for three minutes and then exploded. A
playful interlude in Tinguely’s exploration and development of self-annihilating machines, the
piece plays on the violent spectacle of the bull-fight and the incongruity of a machine as a stand in
for the ballet between animal and man, a juxtaposition that Dali must have loved.
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End of the World, No. 2. Given carte blanche for choosing the site, Tinguely

decided to stage the event in the Nevada desert where the first nuclear tests had

been made (figs. 50 and 51). A dry salt-lake was chosen, twenty-five miles south

of Las Vegas. Located in the middle of a desert, with gambling as its main source

of revenue, Las Vegas was perfectly suited to Tinguely’s love of the absurd. He

started the construction of the separate parts of L’Opéra-Burlesque-Dramatico-

Big-Thing-Sculpto-Boum on the parking lot of the Flamingo Hotel. In keeping

with the gaudiness of the Las Vegas strip, Tinguely made this series of works a

cacophony of color rather than the stark white of his previous destructions. One

piece was painted International Klein Blue, most likely a reference to Klein and

Tinguely’s joint experimentation with ideas of dematerialization—self-destruction

being, in some sense, the ultimate form of dematerialization. Hundreds of pounds

of explosives were obtained for the event, intensifying the potential level of

violent destruction.

A single diesel generator provided power to run both the machines and the

television cameras. As Hultén described the occasion, it soon emerged that there

would not be enough power for both: it was either the motors or the cameras.

Consequently the cameras were only able to record parts of the event, with the

entire performance lasting about half an hour.383

                                                
383 It was eight years before Tinguely created another auto-destructive spectacle, Victory in Milan,
1970. This work, a giant, exploding phallus, is completely different in character, intent, and
aesthetics than the three auto-destructive events described here, and is therefore not being
considered within this context. For a description of Victory see Hultén, Méta and Doerr, “Jean
Tinguely.”
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In response Tinguely stated, “It’s not to be expected that the end of the

world will be exactly as it’s been imagined.”384 While Tinguely’s creations

seldom worked exactly as planned—an important part of their character—these

suicidal mechanical performances were carefully sequenced and timed for

maximum dramatic effect.385 He deliberately used the most violent and brutal

means possible to enable the machines to destroy themselves, hoping to cause

what Hultén described as a “shadow of doubt cast across an arrogant civilization

and its technology.”386 Hultén viewed this work as a critique of contemporary

society, a response consistent with his general interpretation of Tinguely’s work,

but also one in keeping with how Tinguely himself saw the piece. In response to

the event, Tinguely stated: “I take the noise and blood and brutality and make a

work of art of them. . . . I feel a tremendous relief that the whole thing is going to

be destroyed, because it’s like a lunatic end to everything monstrous in the

world.”387 One of the journalists who witnessed the event wrote:

In a way he hadn’t foreseen, the failures made Jean part of his own
tableau. When one dynamite charge failed to go off, he raced fearlessly
into the smoke and flames to set it off by hand. Later, when the danger
was passed, he went back into the smoking ruin and emerged smiling with
a still-good motor under his arm, symbolizing to some spectators, at least,

                                                
384 Hultén, Méta, 239.

385 For both versions of the End of the World Tinguely wrote out storyboards of how the
performances would take place, detailing the timing of the different actions. Photographs
published in Méta show Tinguely’s notes and sketches for these events.

386 Hultén, Méta, 239.

387 Statements made to William Byron on the occasion of Study No. 2 for an End of the World,
originally printed in the Saturday Evening Post, April 21, 1962, and reprinted in Signals
(September 1964): 14.
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that even the end of the world might not work and that, somehow, man
will emerge from the ashes, salvaging something with which to start
over.388

Materials for the work were scavenged from local junk yards or purchased

in local stores and consisted of a range of items including an homage to Duchamp

in the form of a toilet, myriad children’s toys, a refrigerator, washing machine,

and the numerous bicycle wheels and car wheels that had been an emblem of

Homage to New York. Included were some specifically American artifacts,

including a Thanksgiving decoration of a two-dimensional painted cornucopia,

which became the centerpiece of one of Tinguely’s auto-destructive devices. The

decoration provided an ironic comment on the abundance of consumption in

America, symbolized by this holiday emblem, as well as the kinds of activities

associated with that particular holiday.

In response to the choice of the vastness of the desert, Tinguely

commented:

The trouble was everyone thought it [the Sketch for an End of the World
No. 1] was just a fireworks display and began crowding around before I
could warn them there were thirty-five pounds of explosives aboard. Very
violent destruction. Nothing left but cinders. No one seriously hurt though.
But I’ve reached the end, you see, for museums in this kind of thing. I
planned a place where I can build as big as I want, and destroy as
violently. The only two settings I can think of as appropriate are the
Sahara and the American Desert.389

                                                
388 Hultén, Méta, 238-9.

389 Jean Tinguely quoted in William R. Byron, “Wacky Artist of Destruction,” The Saturday
Evening Post (April 21, 1962): 76. As Doerr notes, France’s Reggane nuclear test center was
located in the Sahara at this time. Doerr, “Jean Tinguely,” 153, fn20.
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The larger audience in this case was at a safe remove since this end of the world

was mediated by television.390 The work was done specifically for an American

television audience. In effect, Study of the End of the World No. 2 was a spectacle

mediated by images, a precedent set for Tinguely's work by the use of

photographs for Homage to New York. At least two films were made of Homage,

including one by Robert Breer. The use of photography and film as a means of

defining the role of artist as performer in the process of creating an object has its

famous precedent in Hans Namuth’s photographs and film of Jackson Pollock

painting. Media coverage also proved important for the performance actions of

the Gutai artists, who utilized the medium of film and still photography to their

advantage. For example, in April 1956 several Gutai artists organized an

exhibition expressly for the photographers of Life magazine. Shozo Shimamoto

and his colleague re-enacted for just one day their previous performative work.391

Even more relevant is Klein’s use and control of media for documenting and

disseminating visual information about his performances. His famous doctored

1960 photograph of the Leap into the Void, for example, or the filming of the

making of his first fire paintings in 1961 are all careful, self-conscious

constructions of Klein’s image (fig. 52).

As much as Tinguely argued for the need for ephemeral art, his acceptance

and active engagement in the documentation of his work demonstrates his desire

                                                
390 Although the immediate audience in attendance did have to sign waivers absolving NBC of
any liability in the case of injury from the event. See waiver form, 1962, in Museum Jean
Tinguely Archives, Basel.

391 Paul Schimmel, “Leap into the Void,” 24.
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to participate in the myth-making of the artist. Documentation served to ensure

the historicization of his work through a medium that could be careful controlled.

Photographs and film footage helped to codify identities and visual impressions.

As Stiles points out, paradoxically, photography was the technological apparatus

of reproduction that stabilized action in a conventional form. Photography was

also cheap, available, and could be manipulated by selecting the “best”

representation, thus dictating the way the action was read.392

Brinkley’s program, wryly mocking in tone, presented Tinguely’s

spectacle as a humorous spoof on bomb testing, interspersing images of nuclear

explosions with the pensive reporters waiting at the site of Tinguely’s destruction.

The humorous aspects of Tinguely’s process were highlighted: the homemade

plastic bombs made in a hotel room, Tinguely and Saint-Phalle’s haggling with

the junk yard over the cost of blowing up the world, and the arrival of the police

to “see that the end of the world came in an orderly fashion.”393 Yet, the

seriousness of the global context of nuclear armament was not lost, with Brinkley

noting that the “end of the world” was transpiring as “seventeen nations met in

Geneva to talk on disarmament, and nobody disarmed.”394 On the whole the

Sketch for an End of the World No. 2 was an ironic low-tech critique of the United

                                                
392 Stiles, “Uncorrupted Joy,” 290.

393 David Brinkley in the video Je suis Jean Tinguely, A. Maben director, 1975.

394 Atra Baer, “‘End of World’ Mostly Smoke and Little Joke,” New York Journal-American
(April 5, 1962): 28.
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States’ government sponsored high-tech business of nuclear terror. To Tinguely, it

represented the end of a world full of materialism and anxieties.395

AUTO-DESTRUCTIVE ART IN CONTEXT

A major fascination with destruction in art can be seen in Europe in the

late 1950s and early 1960s, stemming in part from the spatial and temporal

experiments of Lucio Fontana’s paintings, leading to the destructive actions of

certain members of Gutai, and the destruction performances of Tinguely’s fellow

Nouveaux Réalistes Yves Klein and Arman.396 In the mid-1950s, only a few years

after Fontana produced punctured and lacerated canvases, and Shozo Shimamoto

created his Holes series of paintings, Saburo Murakami ruptured the picture plane

through the physical action of his body (fig. 53). Creating environments out of

planes of paper, Murakami hurled himself though the sheets, referencing the

Japanese martial-arts tradition, and leaving the residue of a partially destroyed

object behind. As Schimmel notes, Murakami’s gestural moment was “an assault

                                                
395 John Flynn, “One-Man Revolt Wrecks ‘World’ of Materialism,” The New York Times (March
22, 1962): 18:7.

396 The theme of destruction in art commanded considerable artistic and critical interest in the
1950-1960s, culminating in the Destruction in Art Symposium (DIAS) organized by Gustav
Metzger, which was held in London in September 1966. This multi-national, multi-disciplinary
international event attracted nearly one-hundred artists and poets, most of whom were the pioneers
of Happenings and Concrete Poetry from fifteen countries in Eastern and Western Europe, the
United States, South American, and Japan. Stiles, “Uncorrupted Joy,” 273. For complete
description and analysis of the event see Stiles’ dissertation, “The Destruction in Art Symposium
(DIAS): The Radical Project of Event-Structured Live Art” (Ph.D. diss., University of California
at Berkeley, 1987).
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on the traditions of both Western and Eastern art, as well as a metaphor of the

atomic bomb’s rupture of the fabric of humanity.”397

Tinguely’s fellow Nouveaux Réalistes shared a fascination with

destruction in art, albeit for different reasons. Both Arman and Klein

experimented with pyrotechnic effects in their work, while Saint-Phalle made her

reputation with her shooting pieces, in which the artist and guests would fire rifles

at assemblages filled with paint.398 While the level of destruction and intended

outcome varied for each artist, the performative act of destruction was key for

them all. Yet it was always destruction at the hand of the artist and imposed on

the work as opposed to coming from the inherent design of the piece. Self-

destruction in art has a different connotation. While the cataclysmic conclusions

of Tinguely’s self-destructing machine performances are consistent with

investigations of many of the aforementioned artists, they also demonstrate a

continuing tendency toward exploring violence and self-annihilation.

Perhaps Tinguely’s most vocal contemporary on the subject of auto-

destructive art was the British artist and activist Gustav Metzger, who penned
                                                
397 Schimmel, “Leap into the Void,” 28.

398 In 1961 Arman performed NBC Rage, in which he smashed a cello mounted on plywood in a
performance staged in front of American television cameras documenting the Paris avant-garde.
Two years later the artist began an on-going series of Combustions, in which objects were burned
to the edge of total disintegration and then preserved in a shield of polyester resin. See Alison de
Lima Greene, Arman 1955-1991: A Retrospective exh. cat. (Houston: The Museum of Fine Arts,
1991), 15-20.

Yves Klein’s fire paintings were deliberately designed as a dramatic spectacle, with television
crews brought in to record the occasions, and fire crews in attendance. The process of making the
works and Klein’s personal role as controller of the power of fire was as important, if not more so,
than the end result. However, his fire paintings were less about destruction, per se, than about the
symbolic destruction of easel painting and the dematerialization of physical substance. See
McEvilley, “Living a Contradiction,” 10, 35.
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several treatises on the subject and organized the Destruction in Art Symposium

(DIAS) held in London in September 1966. In 1959 Metzger had authored the

first of five manifestos laying out the basis for auto-destructive art. Written

contemporaneously with the first Happenings in America, Metzger systematically

formulated a theory and a practice concerned with destruction as both a social and

aesthetic phenomenon. In his first manifesto Metzger, emphasizing the

disintegrative process, declared auto-destructive art a form of public art for

industrial societies, which can be made of any kind of procedure, including

natural forces, traditional artist’s techniques, or technological devices. Key to

Metzger’s program was the total destruction of the work: “Auto-destructive

paintings, sculptures and constructions have a lifetime varying from a few

moments to twenty years. When the disintegrative process is complete the work is

to be removed from the site and scrapped.”399 No souvenirs or mementos of the

piece would be allowed. For Metzger, these artworks would culminate as

objectless actions, disappearing entirely.

As Stiles points out, being site-sensitive and site-specific, as well as

requiring collaboration between scientists and artists, these sculptures were meant

to visualize aspects of decay and disaster related to the culture of crisis within

which they were imagined.400 Stiles describes a vivid example of Metzger’s

practice with his South Bank Demonstration of July 3, 1961. Wearing a protective

                                                
399 Gustav Metzger, Auto-destructive art, (1959), reprinted in Theories and Documents of
Contemporary Art, ed. Kristine Stiles and Peter Selz (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1996), 401.

400 Stiles, “Uncorrupted Joy,” 272-273.
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gas mask, Metzger sprayed hydrochloric acid on three nylon tarpaulins—white,

black, and red, a reference to Kasimir Malevich and Russian Suprematism.

Stretched over a series of three frames seven feet high, twelve and one-half feet

long, and six feet deep, the nylon dissolved within fifteen seconds after contact

with the acid. Keeping in mind the importance of siting in auto-destructive art,

Metzger positioned himself against a complex of urban office buildings with a

crowd of men, many in business attire watching his performance (fig. 54). Despite

the originality of Metzger’s South Bank Demonstration, his concept of auto-

destructive art was overshadowed by Homage to New York, which disassembled

itself just three months after Metzger’s first manifesto.401

Metzger recognized the connection between the use of technological

materials and devices and auto-destructive art, claiming that “auto-destructive art

is the transformation of technology into public art.”  Yet the scope of materials

and procedures that he approved for its creation included a mix of traditional art

materials and techniques with the technological processes currently used by

governments and industry to control and subjugate, including: acids, ballistics,

canvas, cybernetics, electricity, explosives, human energy, mass-production,

                                                
401 Ibid., 272-273.

Metzger attended Tinguely’s cyclomatic performance at the ICA, London, in 1959, but the two
artists did not actually meet until 1990. Andrew Wilson, Gustav Metzger: ‘Damaged nature, auto-
destructive art’ (coracle@workfortheeyetodo, 1996), 96.
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nuclear energy, paint, photography, radiation, solar energy, vibration, welding,

and wood.402

Writing in the aftermath of Tinguely’s introduction of self-destructing

machines to a wide public, Metzger acknowledged his admiration of machine art

as being one of the most appropriate artistic forms of his period. An idealist,

Metzger saw auto-destructive art as specifically “an attack on capitalist values and

the drive to nuclear annihilation,” issues Tinguely was grappling with in his own

self-annihilating machines.403 Metzger’s third manifesto explicitly links the

concept of auto-destructive art to a criticism of capitalism and the very real

potential of nuclear annihilation. His writings underscore his goal of shocking

people into realizing that time was of the essence and mandating an attempt to

reverse the situation.

Much more overtly political than Tinguely, Metzger was an ardent social

protester and organizer of mass acts of civil disobedience. His artistic interests

were anti-object, and auto-destruction meant no remaining object could be sold,

unlike Tinguely’s work. While in practical terms, their actions and artwork are

very different ideologically, Metzger and Tinguely shared a belief in using

machines in art as a critique of their potentially devastating misuse. Metzger

“does not destroy art but instead constructs a situation where destructive forces

                                                
402 Gustav Metzger, Manifesto auto-destructive art, (1960), reprinted in Theories and Documents
of Contemporary Art, ed. Kristine Stiles and Peter Selz (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1996), 401.

403 Gustav Metzger, Auto-destructive art. Machine art. Auto-creative art, (1961), reprinted in
Theories and Documents of Contemporary Art, ed. Kristine Stiles and Peter Selz (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1996), 402.
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can be turned in on themselves and revealed also as being creative and so help to

stimulate a wider moral and actual change.”404

By 1964 members of the radical Situationist International (SI) were among

the European milieu of visual artists and writers who were exploring the medium

of action as a means for altering material and behavioral conditions. The SI

disavowed hierarchical systems, denied any political label, and claimed to

“represent the highest degree of international revolutionary consciousness.”405

Their methodology was to create circumstances—“situations”—through which

political and social conditions might be effectively altered. Their desire was to

function as an alternative to the “spectacle” of dominant culture and avant-garde

forms, and to agitate for an aesthetics of everyday life. Guy Debord, the founder

and main theorist of the SI, called for the construction of “collective ambiances,

ensembles of impressions determining the quality of a moment,” in order to

“extend the non-mediocre part of life, to reduce the empty moments of life as

much as possible.”406 The SI’s statement, “Together we must eliminate all the

relics of the recent past,” would certainly have resonated with Tinguely’s interest

in thwarting hierarchies in art through the use of contemporary materials in non-

traditional ways.407

                                                
404 Wilson, Gustav Metzger: ‘Damaged nature, auto-destructive art’, 72.

405 “Questionnaire,” Internationale Situationniste no. 9 (August 1964), reprinted in Situationist
Anthology, ed. Ken Knabb (Berkeley, 1981), 139.

406 Guy Debord, “Report on the Construction of Situations and on the International Situationist
Tendency’s Conditions of Organization and Action,” (1957) reprinted in Theories and Documents
of Contemporary Art, ed. Kristine Stiles and Peter Selz, 706, 705.

407 Ibid., 706.
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In 1964 the SI was featured in a two-part issue of the London Times

Literary Supplement, whose respective covers were designed by Richard

Hamilton and Tinguely.408 The articles placed the SI within the context of artists

who created Happenings, as well as European artists of the German Group Zero,

and members of Fluxus and the Nouveaux Réalistes.409 Dedicated to “The

Changing Guard,” the issues attempted to convey the direct impact of certain

avant-garde movements and individuals, both by printing statements and

reproducing work. It is revealing that Tinguely was included, and given such a

prominent space in relation to this group of artists and writers. All were deeply

committed to the creation of events, actions, and situations, although the SI was

the most aggressively political and revolutionary in their engagements.

For Debord, “The construction of situations begins on the ruins of the

modern spectacle. It is easy to see to what extent the very principle of the

spectacle––nonintervention––is linked to the alienation of the old world.”410 For

the SI, the “spectacle” dominates and controls modern society, inducing passivity

                                                

408 Tinguely was aware of the effect of the SI on Parisian life and admired the student uprisings of
1968, which were inspired in part by the SI treatise “On the Poverty of Student Life” (1966). In a
letter to Hultén, Tinguely included a clipping from the July 12, 1972 Le Monde, with handwritten
notes about “la belle plus” revolution of 1968—praising it as a good revolution, “radical without
being like Stalin or Napoleon.” Undated letter from Jean Tinguely to Pontus Hultén, Museum Jean
Tinguely Archives, Basel.

409 The issue for which Tinguely created the cover art included articles by Michele Bernstein on
the SI, Bruno Munari on “programmed art,” Isidore Isou on Lettrism, Raoul Hausmann on Dada
and the avant-garde, and Otto Piene on the development of Group Zero. See The Times Literary
Supplement no. 3,262 (September 3, 1964).

410 Debord, “Report on the Construction of Situations,” 706.
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rather than action, contemplation rather than thinking, and a degradation of life

into materialism.411 What is needed is to draw the spectator into “activity by

provoking his capacities to revolutionize his own life.”412 Debord’s Society of the

Spectacle, published in Paris in 1967, outlined his theories on the spectacle’s

economic and political control and alienation, and the need to circumvent it. For

Debord, technological society is inherently “spectaclist,” making the use of

technological sources and materials appropriate for detournement actions.413

The idea of ephemerality informed the SI’s theories, which argued against

the permanence of art.414 The desire to tear down existing hierarchies necessitated

the prevention of the creation of new ones through art destined for museums or

commercial galleries. Self-destructing performance art actions would certainly fit

within that anarchist model. However, the SI also warned against “reformist

illusions concerning the spectacle,” that the function of a spectacle cannot be

improved from within.415 Merely aestheticizing the spectacle does nothing to

actually nullify its meaning or impact, nor to counter a passive acceptance on the

part of the spectator. Tinguely’s own use of the word “spectacle” to describe his

self-destructing mechanical performances is not the same as the SI’s definition of

                                                
411 Greil Marcus, “The Long Walk of the Situationist International,” in Guy Debord and the
Situationist International, ed. Tom McDonough (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2002), 8.

412 Debord, “Report on the Construction of Situations,”  706.

413 Guy Debord, Society of the Spectacle (Detroit: Black and Red, 1983), point 14, np.

414 Debord, “Report on the Construction of Situations,” 706.

415 Guy Debord, “For a Revolutionary Judgment of Art,” in Situationist International Anthology,
ed. and trans. Ken Knabb (Berkeley: Bureau of Public Secrets, 1981), 310.
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the term. His use implies an activation of the art, not of the spectator, although his

desire is certainly the engagement of the viewer through the performance of the

artwork.

Tinguely’s mechanical suicides do not fit within the parameters of the

interventions advocated by the SI, and his artistic practices and embrace of an

artistic avant-garde are completely contrary to the SI’s views. Nonetheless, they

are the result of a more general milieu of artists, writers, and composers in this

period who utilized performative spectacles as a means of direct engagement.

There is a direct link between social awareness and artistic action in the form of a

public event that demands a direct engagement with the viewer.

While Tinguely’s interest in anarchism was not revolutionary in its depth

of thought, it does inform the way he used machines and created interactions with

an audience. Tinguely’s self-destructing actions are specific to a context of

postwar European life and part of a greater artistic context of social engagement

at that moment in history. Performance served as the most direct vehicle to

engage spectators. Despite the timely response to technological societies,

Tinguely’s auto-destructive sculptures suffered from a certain level of

superficiality that made his work suspect to art critics and disdained by more

radical anarchists. Nonetheless, the works demonstrated a political awareness that

was prevalent at the time, coupled with a radical demonstration of the expanded

possibilities of art, sculpture, and theater.
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TINGUELY’S RESPONSE TO THE UNITED STATES

Tinguely’s critiques were not limited to larger cultural conditions, but at

times responded specifically to the reception of his work in the United States. Los

Angeles turned out to be a more receptive site for many of the French artists than

New York, and Tinguely established long-lasting relationships with artists in

L.A.416 The art scene in Los Angeles was still relatively small in 1962, revolving

around a committed nexus of artists, dealers, and curators who embraced a Dada

sensibility and who had connections to the Beat culture of San Francisco.417 The

Ferus Gallery, founded in 1957 by Walter Hopps and Ed Kienholz, served as a

locus of avant-garde activity on the west coast.  The atmosphere at the gallery was

heavily infused with Dadaist attitudes, and Hopps was responsible for spreading

the word about Dada in Los Angeles by organizing a Schwitters retrospective in

1962. He also organized the first retrospective of Duchamp’s work the following

year at the Pasadena Art Museum.418 Kienholz and Tinguely had become friends

in the early 1960s when Tinguely exhibited at the Virginia Dwan Gallery in L.A.,

which also represented Kienholz at that time. In fact, Kienholz was named one of

                                                
416 Many of the Nouveaux Réalistes had exhibitions in Los Angeles, often finding it more
commercially successful than their shows in New York, especially by 1963 when Pop had come to
dominate the gallery scene in New York. Yves Klein, Martial Raysse, Niki de Saint-Phalle,
Tinguely, and Arman all had exhibitions in Los Angeles through the early 1960s.

417 Hapgood, Neo-Dada, 53.

418 Ibid., 53. See Walter Hopps, Marcel Duchamp: A Retrospective Exhibition exh. cat.
(Pasadena: Pasadena Art Museum, 1963).
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the official repairers of Tinguely’s works, and his name and address were given

when a piece was purchased in the United States.

It was during his time in L.A. in 1963 that Tinguely began painting his

sculptures matte black. As Hultén points out, this was a period in which nouveau

réalisme was in full swing in Paris, Pop art was flourishing in New York, and

assemblages of consumer goods and everyday objects were all the rage. By

painting his sculptures black, Tinguely robbed them of their found-object

character, simultaneously obscuring the individual components, while creating a

much more solid form. Resentment over having his art labeled as a trend and an

aversion to what Tinguely supposed to be the superficiality of American culture––

and his desire to distance himself and his work from these labels––probably led

Tinguely to change the aesthetics of his work.

The mixed reception of Tinguely’s work in America, ranging from

complete condemnation to a vapid praise for the simple pleasure of viewing his

work, sparked a series of independent works from the artist that were overt in

their criticism of American society and culture, as well as the American museum

visitor.419 Tinguely was particularly critical of the American gallery scene in New

York in the early 1960s, referring to Sidney Janis as “Disney” Janis and Leo

Castelli as “Neo” Castelli, a reference to what he perceived to be these dealers’

                                                
419 It is worth noting that many of the Parisian artists had a difficult time showing their work in
the United States. Klein in particular had a very negative experience in New York in response to
his 1961 exhibition at Leo Castelli’s gallery. Nothing sold from the show, the New York critics
ridiculed his work, and he received mixed reactions from American artists. Like Tinguely, Klein
found a much friendlier response to his work in Los Angeles. See Thomas McEvilley, “Yves
Klein: Conquistador of the Void,” 72-73 for a description.
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interest in the commercialization of contemporary art and the packaging of artists

to fit trends (such as Neo-Dada) for easier consumption and to heighten desire for

these works.420 American museums’ culpability in supporting these dealer’s artists

through exhibitions, which helped to define trends and elevate artists to the

forefront of fashionable contemporary art, was viewed by Tinguely as a crisis in

the American art world. Despite his relationship with MoMA, and that museum’s

overt responsibility in helping both Tinguely and his work receive a great deal of

publicity on his initial visit to the United States, Tinguely held the institution

responsible for engendering consumer trends.421 Tinguely responded with works

designed to blatantly shock the American public and to defy easy categorization.

                                                
420 Tinguely uses these names in a letter to Pontus Hultén dated February 4, 1963. In the same
letter, he is also critical of the Pop aesthetic and Hollywood, and names Marilyn Monroe and John
F. Kennedy as examples of the problems inherent in American culture at that moment. He also
denounces Americans as anti-Castro, a clear indication of his own political leanings. Museum Jean
Tinguely Archive, Basel.

Arman, in an interview with Susan Hapgood, lamented the reception of young French artists in
America, stating that in the early 1960s it was a liability to be French.  He felt a palpable backlash
by American artists who resented the historical artistic influence of Paris. According to Arman,
Tinguely recognized that French artists were being discriminated against, and questioned the
rationality of trying to show in New York, asking,  “Why are you staying in New York? They
don’t like you here. Me, I am not treated as equals with Rauschenberg and Johns. They were my
friends before. I don’t want to be in New York. I will never come back.” Hapgood, Neo-Dada,
113.

421 In an undated letter to Pontus Hultén, Tinguely mentions having dinner at the home of Jasper
Johns with “Disney” Janis, “Neo” Castelli, Alfred Barr, Jr., and Rockefeller, citing his disdain for
the New York contemporary art world and in particular the New York gallery and museum
systems. Museum Jean Tinguely Archives, Basel.

In fact, Walt Disney Productions approached MoMA inquiring about the availability of film
footage, stills, or drawings from Homage to New York, as well as contact information for
Tinguely. Letter to Alfred Barr from Robert Sunderland at Walt Disney Productions, March 23,
1960, The Museum of Modern Art Archives, New York.
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In 1965, facing his first museum exhibition in the United States since his

controversial appearance with Homage to New York in 1960, Tinguely built a few

works specifically for the Jewish Museum exhibition Two Kinetic Sculptors:

Nicolas Schöffer and Jean Tinguely, including the visually violent Dissecting

Machine (fig. 55). Tinguely had ascertained that the great majority of visitors to

museums in America were women, and hence this terrifying work was aimed

principally at shocking the female public.422 The Dissecting Machine cuts, saws,

and drills holes in a female mannequin, which maintains a frozen smile while

being tortured.423

Tinguely constructed the Dissecting Machine in Larry Rivers’ Hamptons

studio.424 About five feet square, the machine is composed of a threatening

assortment of saws, a drill, various spikes and nails, and is powered by five

independent motors. The base of the work draws on associations with a dentist’s

chair or a gynecological examination table. The female mannequin is thus

assaulted and dismembered; her torso replaced by mechanical parts, with just her

                                                
422 In a letter to Pontus Hultén, Tinguely notes that visitors in New York Museum are 90-95%
female, and he had plans to make a horrible monster based on this gender. Letter from Jean
Tinguely to Pontus Hultén, October 28, 1965, Museum Jean Tinguely Archives, Basel.

423 Hultén, Méta, 282

424 The mannequin is the original for the plaster cast that Rivers utilized in his sculpture Murder
at B. Altman’s. It was at this time that Rivers was constructing plaster mannequin figure groups,
cast from actual display dummies and connected by roughly cut geometric grids of iron. See
examples of these works in Sam Hunter, Larry Rivers (Waltham, MA: Brandies University, 1965),
83.
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head and limbs remaining.425 The work actually drills into the head of the

mannequin, and the piece was displayed in the exhibition in a roped-off area in

the center of a large gallery. Unquestionably disturbing in its sexual implications

and violence toward women, Tinguely also viewed this sculpture as a critique of

the vapidness of American consumer spending as ways of anesthetizing oneself

against the violence inflicted by capitalist economics.426

This work furthered Tinguely’s notoriety in the United States and sealed

his reputation as the enfant terrible of the kinetic art scene, which by this time

was receiving a great deal of press in popular American magazines. The

Dissecting Machine was featured as the lead photograph of Time magazine’s 1966

exposé on “the kinetic kraze,” chosen to represent the absurdity of kinetic art.427

A cartoon reprinted in the article from The New Yorker features a wildly spinning

mechanical sculpture, clearly derived from Tinguely’s work, with two obviously

                                                
425 Doerr gives an interesting analysis of Tinguely’s Dissecting Machine, discussing Hal Foster’s
interest in the Surrealist use of mannequins to evoke the male body as a machine. Doerr, “Jean
Tinguely,” 222-224.

426 Oblivious to the irony, in February 1966 Harper’s Bazaar published a fashion spread of
women posed with and on top of several of Tinguely’s works in the exhibition, illustrating the
very premise of consumer culture as epitomized by the fashion world, and the museum’s willing
participation in promoting it, which Tinguely sought to critique.

427 The article was published in conjunction with the exhibition Two Kinetic Sculptors at the
Jewish Museum, outlining the principle artists that were currently being shown as kinetic artists in
museum shows and gallery exhibitions. The background the article cites as evidence of a historical
continuum for kinetic art comes straight out of Hultén’s writings. Tinguely is represented as the
main contributor to the “kraze,” along with Nicolas Schöffer, Pol Bury, Fletcher Benton, Hans
Haacke, Otto Piene and Nam June Paik. “The Kinetic Kraze,” Time 87, no. 4 (January 28, 1966):
63-69.

In fact, the Dissecting Machine was prominently featured in a number of reviews of the Jewish
Museum exhibition, becoming an iconic emblem of Tinguely’s work.
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wealthy patrons inquiring about spare parts. While never averse to selling his

work in gallery settings (and, ironically, an artist whose work would later suffer

from over-commercialization), Tinguely was disturbed by the easy absorption of

his work into the commercial sphere, particularly in the U.S., and the lack of

critical understanding on the part of the gallery dealers and museum goers.

In October 1967 Tinguely had another chance to demonstrate his opinions

about over-production and commercialization. A conference of futurologists was

held at New York University’s Loeb Student Center entitled Vision 67: Survival

and Growth, the Second World Congress of Communications in a Changing

World. Willem Sandberg, former director of the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam,

was one of the speakers and persuaded the organizers to invite Tinguely. For the

event Tinguely built Rotozaza II, a large conveyer-belt machine that destroys

bottles placed in its grip (fig. 56). While a belt conveyed one bottle of beer after

another to a large hammer, which smashed them systematically and methodically,

Clarice Rivers recited, “Too many tellyphones; Too many cars; Too many cigars;

Too many guns; Too much of everything,” and an elderly Chinese man swept up

the pieces of broken glass with a brush and shovel and emptied them into a

trashcan with precise and mechanical movements.428

The work addressed the endless cycle of capitalist production and

consumption.429 It also received positive criticism for its effectiveness in

                                                
428 Hultén, Méta, 322.

429 This theme would continue to preoccupy Tinguely over the course of the decade. In October
1969 he exhibited his Rotozaza III in the window of the upscale Loeb’s department store in Bern,
Switzerland. Approximately 25 feet long, large wheels driven by various sized belts powered a
clothesline-like belt to which plates were continuously attached by an attendant. The clothesline
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conveying this message.430 The machine itself, with its assembly-line movements,

echoed common visual assumptions about industrial equipment, while the

theatrical mode of its display capitalized on ideas surrounding manufacturing

machines as players in a larger drama of capitalist culture. The absurdity of the

improvisational music, the reciting, and particularly the elderly Chinese man were

a continuation of Tinguely’s adherence to Dada and Futurist tenets of theater. It

also plays a critical role in supporting the absurdity of the sculpture, whose

purpose is to destroy a product rather than create one, and in turn the absurdity of

capitalist overproduction.

This work was the second work titled Rotozaza; the original Rotozaza was

made in 1967 and is a black scrap-metal construction of tubes and chutes that

shoots brightly colored balls into the audience, who in turn toss the balls back into

the machine (fig. 57).431 Masked beneath a simple and fun, interactive experience,

the process continues in an endless cycle, satirizing the manufacturing process by

                                                                                                                                    
then conveyed the plates across the width of the showroom where a large hammer methodically
smashed them at a rate of approximately ten plates per minute. Over 12,000 plates were destroyed
during the course of the exhibition. Originally, Tinguely had hoped to exhibit Rotozaza III in the
United States, contacting Stanley Marcus of the Nieman-Marcus department store chain, but was
turned down. His request was also refused by the Galeries Lafayette in Paris. As Doerr correctly
observes, Tinguely’s initial impulse was to demonstrate his critique in the United States. By
locating his work in a department store window he hoped to draw attention to the role of the
department store in the maintenance and development of the consumer society. See Doerr, “Jean
Tinguely,” 175.

430 See Harry Gilroy’s review “Tinguely’s Smashing Machine Deals Blow to Overproduction,”
The New York Times (October 20, 1967): 5.

431 Frank Popper notes the connection by the late 1960s between kineticism, the creation of art
environments, and the participation of the spectator in opening entirely new relationships between
the aesthetic object, artist, and spectator. See Frank Popper, Art–Action and Participation (New
York: New York University Press, 1975), 7.
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reversing itself. The product, instead of leaving the machine, becomes the fuel for

the machine. As Hultén points out, “The blatant cynicism of a cycle of production

of excess consumer goods, of products deliberately made not to last, and of

production to satisfy artificially created demands, could hardly be better

illustrated than by the Rotozaza, which at once re-ingests what it has just

disgorged.”432 Whether this message was clear to the children and adults alike

who enjoyed its playful experience is dubious, and the presentation of Rotozaza II

was a much more blatant attempt to convey a message.

Vision 67: Survival and Growth was intended as a forum dedicated to

bridging what the organizers perceived to be a widening chasm between human

needs and technological advances. Internationally recognized leaders in the fields

of art, business and industry, government, philosophy, and science met to provide

a multi-disciplinary perspective on the issues of man, machine, and

communication. Tinguely’s mechanical performance was just one of several

visual arts events at the conference featuring aspects of art and technology. But,

Tinguely was acknowledged not as a visual artist, but as a “creator of

philosophical machines,” the organizers emphasizing the content of his work in a

way that had not been done by American art critics.433

                                                
432 Hultén, Méta, 319.

The idea of Rotozaza I was originally conceived for the Jewish Museum exhibition, but was
abandoned due to the institution’s fears of potential injury to its patrons, and Tinguely’s belief that
the society women who frequented the museum would be disinclined to interact with the piece.

433 Vision 67 was organized by the International Center for the Communication Arts and Science
in conjunction with the School of Continuing Education at NYU, and featured speakers such as
Umberto Eco and Buckminster Fuller. Most of the participants were European, which would help
to explain their inclusion of Tinguely’s work as a cultural commentary.
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Tinguely’s reception in the United States suffered from a lack of

appreciation for the ironic content of his work. Seen merely as an aesthetic joke,

and profiting from his more legitimate Dada predecessors, any political content

within the pieces was generally either ignored or unrecognized. Yet, Tinguely

believed that “art is a form of obvious revolt, total and complete. It is a political

attitude without the flaw of founding a political party.”434 Throughout the early

1960s Tinguely was increasingly engaged with using machines, art, and

performance to create social commentary, utilizing the ideas of useless machines

and mechanical performers.

                                                                                                                                    
Tinguely had the opportunity to reprise his performance of Rotozaza II again at New York
University two months later as one of the featured events in a program entitled “Confrontation,”
part of a larger theme of “Man, Woman, Machine.” Entitled “The Second and Definitive Version
of the Demonstration about Automation and Mass Products,” the title of the event left no question
as to the artist’s intentions of economic and political critique. The program was presented on
December 11, 1967 by the NYU Art Collection and featured Francois de Menil’s film Hon,
focusing on the collaborative sculpture by Tinguely, Saint-Phalle, Per Olof Ultveldt and others;
jazz and image improvisations by Barney Wilen and Francois de Menil; and Tinguely’s showing
of Rotozaza II, with Clarice and Larry Rivers accompanying. NYU press release and flyer for
event, The Museum of Modern Art Archives, New York.

434 Jean Tinguely, “Tinguely parle de Tinguely,” (1982), reprinted inTinguely  exh. cat.(Geneva:
Musée Rath, 1983), 39.
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CHAPTER 5

Mechanical Performers in Context

The transformation of the machine into a performer through its useless

state is key to understanding Tinguely’s absurdist mechanical sculptures.

Tinguely was fascinated by nineteenth-century forms of industrial equipment, and

by the mid-1960s he was clearly using them as models for his work. Interested not

only in the aesthetics of older machines, Tinguely was engaged by their

mechanical processes, which were becoming rapidly outdated by the late 1950s

with the ushering in of a new age of electronic technological development.

The history of machines as actors in mechanical performances can be

traced through the legacy of international expositions, showcases of carefully

contrived displays of technological power. From the early nineteenth-century on,

mechanical palaces at world’s fairs served as the site for exhibits of machinery in

a context that glorified new technological processes and emphasized the power of

industry. Yet at the same time, these exhibitions effectively created useless

machines. Given Tinguely’s intention to create absurdist machines, which rely on

theater rather than the production of work, how does the presentation of his work

relate to world’s fair models of machinery display? Tinguely manipulated both
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the visual vocabulary and performative nature of machines to comment on

contemporary issues of technology.

Ironically, Tinguely looked back at out-dated mechanical models precisely

at a time when electronic technologies were beginning to dominate technological

processes. Yet the role of the machine as performer is perhaps even more striking

in the emerging age of cybernetics, with its focus on direct links between body

and machine. The human-machine analogy inherent in cybernetics is imbedded in

Tinguely’s work, and while his sculptures differ radically from other artists who

incorporated cybernetic systems into their work, there is a shared theatricality.

Much as older exhibition practices serve as important precedents for Tinguely’s

work, the growing need in the late 1960s to historicize kinetic art within the

context of cybernetics illuminates the connections between kineticism,

performance, and technology.

THE MODEL OF THE MECHANICAL PALACE

“The development of motors for the transmission of power is illustrated by
the most magnificent engines, boilers and pumps ever constructed. In the
mammoth corridors of the machinery hall at the World’s Fair, the zenith
of nineteenth century progress in the mechanical arts has been reached . . .
within its massive walls is the ceaseless hum of machinery in motion.”435

                                                
435 John J. Flinn, The Best Things to be Seen at the World’s Fair (Chicago: The Colombian Guide
Company, 1893), 79.
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Enthusiastic descriptions of machinery displays, such as this quotation

from a visitor’s guide to the World’s Colombian Exposition of 1893, are far from

unusual. As early photographs of this fair indicate, the industrial pavilions at

nineteenth and early-twentieth-century international expositions were truly

mechanical palaces. They showcased the very latest in engineering technologies

in a manner that not only deliberately emphasized the ingenuity and economic

superiority of the various industrial nations, but also provided the general public

with an opportunity to witness a display of mechanical virtuosity that was not

only educational but was, above all, entertaining (fig. 58).436 In the context of

large public displays such as these, machines no longer served in their intended

capacities; instead, they become either static representations of their applications

or performers in a rather theatrical mode. Even when these inventions were

allowed to function in a fully productive capacity at world’s fairs, their removal

from the relatively private industrial or domestic environment and placement into

the spotlighted realm of the public eye created a privileged view of machinery

meant to convey an ideological message of technological optimism through the

medium of performance.

It was precisely in the halls of machinery at early international expositions

that the beauty of the machine was first highlighted. Displays of machinery were
                                                
436 By 1900 when in one year 48 million people visited the Universal Exposition in Paris,
international exhibitions had been held in virtually every European capital. As Robert Rydell
points out, what stands out in this 50 year period of exhibition-making is the versatility of the
medium for presenting similar ideas about the nature of progress in new and exciting forms.
Mechanical palaces certainly served as important disseminators of technological glory through
ever more creative forms of mechanical display. See Robert Rydell, The Books of the Fairs.
Material about World's Fairs, 1834-1916, in the Smithsonian Institution Libraries (Chicago:
American Library Association, 1992), 4.
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not unlike those of the fine and decorative arts. Large halls were filled with a

seemingly endless succession of galleries devoted to the ever more ingenious

products of industry. At the World’s Colombian Exposition the machinery

building was officially termed the Palace of Mechanic Arts and had over eighteen

acres devoted to the display of machinery.437 The size of the hall is indicative of

the importance of this area to the entire exhibition and an anticipation of immense

daily crowds of visitors.

Typically, each participating country would present their latest

technological achievements in the various arenas of domestic goods, wood and

metal working equipment, transportation, printing, and electrical and steam

power. Major exhibitions often featured impressive large-scale displays of applied

technology. The 1876 Centennial Exhibition held in Philadelphia featured what

was at the time the largest steam engine in the world, the Corliss Centennial

Engine. Designed to drive all the machinery at the exposition, the engine became

the symbol of the fair, a monument to technological ingenuity. Later fairs would

continue to push the limits of industrial scale. The Paris Exposition of 1900, for

example, contained a vast electrical plant, which supplied power and light to the

entire exposition, and was a significant feature of the fair for visitors.

Due to the enclosed environment of the halls, some equipment remained

inactive. However, as one visitor to the Paris Exposition perceptively noted,

“machinery is moving where possible; the whole process of making the show is

                                                
437 World’s Fairs From London 1851 to Chicago 1893 (Chicago: Midway Publishing Co., 1892),
46-47.
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performed under the people’s eye.”438 Even though the devices were producing

work, within this specific environment they existed in a role that changed the

viewer’s perception of how machines function. By allowing a glimpse of

normally unseen industrial processes, in the case of the large power plants, or the

sight of more familiar equipment competing for attention, in the case of endless

rows of mechanical tools, the audience witnessed the transformation of the

everyday into the extraordinary, the shift from pure function to theater.

The immense popularity of these displays of artistry and industry led to a

significant relationship between world’s fairs and museums. Most notable was the

incorporation into a fair site of a permanent building adapted for later use as a

museum. The Palais de la Découverte in Paris is one such example, a museum of

science and technology that originally served as the science pavilion for the 1937

International Exposition of Art and Technology. Such museums developed their

display strategies directly from the example set by world’s fairs, eclipsing the

more static conventions established by older science museums such as the

Conservatoire des Arts et Métiers in Paris. Organized in 1799, this was the very

first museum of industry, and its halls of immobile technological artifacts have

been effectively described by Umberto Eco as “a cemetery of mechanical

corpses.”439 In contrast, the rotunda of the Palais de la Découverte housed an

                                                
438 Robert Donald, “The Paris Exposition: The Industrial Side,” Outlook 66 (September 8, 1900):
106.

439 Umberto Eco,  Foucault’s Pendulum (New York: Ballantine Books, 1988), 7. Nevertheless the
Arts et Métiers was a primary source for Duchamp’s invention of the “playful physics” of the
Large Glass and also provided a model for the detached impersonality of the engineer in relation
to aesthetics. See Henderson, Duchamp in Context, 202.



212

immense Van de Graaf generator, which provided an immediate, impressive, and

dynamic display of electrostatic energy.

Ironically, art museums in the early twentieth-century were removing

machine parts completely from any industrial context and celebrating the static

aesthetic beauty of their forms. In 1934, the Museum of Modern Art in New York

opened its exhibition Machine Art, featuring the display of household and office

equipment, kitchenware, scientific instruments, laboratory items, and a section

entitled “Industrial Units” which included springs, gears, cables and propellers,

the individual elements which serve as the building blocks of machines (fig. 59).

Movement was non-existent in this exhibition, form taking precedence over

function. While there were no purely ornamental items displayed, useful objects

were chosen for their aesthetic beauty. Qualities such as perfection of surface and

simplicity of form were greatly admired. For the curators of the show “the

machine implied precision, simplicity, smoothness, reproducibility.”440

It is precisely these qualities that Tinguely mocks in his own machines.

While appreciating the sculptural qualities of a well-engineered tool, Tinguely

rejected any tendency toward reducing machines to formal geometric elements,

preferring instead to engage technology in relation to its function. At industrial

expositions the sheer quantity of items, the huge scale of displays, and the

consistent cacophony of moving parts linked science, industry and progress

together in a display of technological utopianism, a utopianism Tinguely would

                                                
440 Philip Johnson, Machine Art (1934; Reprint, New York: Harry N. Abrams for The Museum of
Modern Art, 1994), unnumbered.
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turn on its head while retaining the structures imposed by the context of

technological presentation.

Given Tinguely’s own personal fascination with machines from the

nineteenth-century and earlier, it is relevant to look back to nineteenth and early

twentieth-century models of industrial technology. Tinguely equated engineers

with artists, and was particularly inspired by the early designers of water pumps

and steam engines, recreating in his own drawings their basic mechanisms and

resulting movements.441 Tinguely had an enormous respect for the designs

produced by early engineers, preferring the appearance of the wheels, cogs,

pulleys and levers of older mechanical systems to the more streamlined, high-tech

materials of his own era. Despite the fact that design decisions were based

primarily on functional considerations, Tinguely greatly admired the overall

sculptural effects that engineers achieved in their machines, stating, “I love classic

industrial machines––like packing machines or chocolate grinders. . . . I love

industrial installations––I am sensitive to their plastic beauty.”442 Tinguely’s

comments are not unlike Le Corbusier’s stated admiration for engineered forms;

however, Tinguely’s interest in the ironic and humorous potential of the machine

                                                
441 See Jean Tinguely, “Ingenieurs=Künstler: Jean Tinguely’s Small Personal Lexicon of
Technical Pioneers,” Du no. 434 (April, 1977): 23. Interestingly, Tinguely lists mostly fifteenth to
eighteenth-century inventors in his lexicon, plus a handful of ancient engineers. There are no
twentieth-century engineers on his list.

442 Jouffroy, “Jean Tinguely,” 38. The association of Duchamp and chocolate grinders would not
have been lost on Tinguely. However, Duchamp denied any interest in the aesthetics of found
objects. See Duchamp, “Apropos of Readymades,” in The Writings of Marcel Duchamp, ed.
Michel Sanouillet (1958; Reprint. New York: Da Capo Press, 1989), 141.
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is at odds with the architect’s dream of technological rationalism.443 Also, it is the

older industrial forms, not the proto-geometric ones admired by Le Corbusier, that

Tinguely appreciates. While the clean, modern functional style that dominated the

first half of the twentieth-century had its roots in the more timeless functional

design that existed throughout the nineteenth-century, Tinguely was less

interested in the modernization of form and more intrigued by the functional

tradition and styling evident in older basic industrial design.444

EUREKA, 1964

The gigantic scale of a project of the world’s fair type fascinated Tinguely,

and in 1964 the artist was given the opportunity for his own major world’s fair

monument.445 In the summer of 1963 Tinguely began construction on his largest

sculpture to date, Eureka, an imposing structure standing over twenty-five feet

high and thirty feet long, which was placed at the entrance to the Swiss National

                                                
443 For Le Corbusier’s thoughts on mechanical aesthetics and rationality see Towards a New
Architecture (1927; Reprint, New York: Praeger Publishers, 1960).

444 For a discussion of functional design in the nineteenth-century and its direct impact on
modernist design of the early twentieth-century, see Herwin Schaefer, Nineteenth-Century
Modern: The Functional Tradition in Victorian Design (New York: Praeger Publishers, 1970).

445  Tinguely’s interest in world’s fairs as a site for art was initially piqued in 1958, when Jesús-
Raphael Soto requested his help on a project. Soto was commissioned to paint a large mural for
the Venezuelan pavilion at the World’s Fair in Brussels that year, and Tinguely assisted in the
execution of the piece by constructing a machine to draw the stripes for the mural. Hultén, Méta,
58.
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Exhibition at Lausanne (fig. 60).446 Held every twenty-five years, this particular

exhibition presented a panorama of the achievements and activities of Switzerland

in the economic, industrial and cultural fields. In 1964 the overarching theme for

the event was progressive, rational modernism, and the organizers commissioned

Tinguely, who by that time was the country’s most famous contemporary

sculptor, to build the signal tower and official symbol of the fair.447 Eureka was a

controversial work, which on the surface appeared to have little to do with a

theme of rationality.

Eureka consists of a base supporting a multi-leveled platform of five

independent mechanisms, each powered by its own motor. On a regularly

scheduled cycle, the work performs as a paradoxical clock, which appears to

breathe with two movements, one vertical and one horizontal, so that its volume is

constantly changing. Its saucer-like hat moves up and down and its mechanical

sides travel backward and forward, to create a variety of sounds that mark the

rhythm of the movements in a fifteen minute performance.448 Constructed entirely
                                                
446 The visual arts played a fundamental role in world’s fairs and expositions from the very
beginning as an indicator of cultural greatness. Contemporary art was prominently displayed, and
artists were often commissioned to execute special projects specifically for fairs. While Eureka
follows in this tradition, its designation as the symbol of the Swiss National Exhibition imparts an
importance on the sculpture that goes beyond the more general cultural implications of art palaces
or art in various national pavilions. Tinguely would continue to participate in world’s fairs after
1964, although in much more traditional artistic displays which mitigated any potentially
inflammatory associations or response to his work. For example, Tinguely and Niki de Saint-
Phalle created Paradise, a combination of Saint-Phalle’s colorful polystyrene sculptures and
Tinguely’s machines, for the roof of the French pavilion at Expo 67, the world’s fair in Montreal.
Tinguely also produced Requiem for a Dead Leaf for the Swiss pavilion at the same fair.  For
descriptions of Tinguely’s participation in world’s fairs, see Hultén, Méta, 299-205; 306-7.

447 Violand-Hobi, Jean Tinguely, 59.

448 Pierre Restany, “La torre-segnale, alla Fiera di Losanna: una grande 'macchina' di Jean
Tinguely,” Domus no. 415 (June 1964): 15.
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of metal, except for the belts which relay the speed of the transmissions, the work

is built of pieces of machines and discarded objects found in Switzerland, as well

as a certain number of specially constructed mechanisms, and five electronic

motors capable of various speeds. The resulting movements were a display of

diverse motions, which were independent of one another yet subtly linked.

Eureka ushered in a new aesthetic mode that was to dominate Tinguely’s

work for the next several years. Just prior to 1963 Tinguely had been making

works of unpainted scraps of metal and various forms of detritus, and he allowed

the weathered colors of the materials to play an important role in the final

aesthetic of the works. In 1963, however, Tinguely returned to painting his

creations the all-over, flat black he had used in his meta-matic drawing machines

of a few years earlier. In so doing, he effectively masked the collaged

construction of found objects into a homogeneity of form. He discovered that

colors have their own perceptual movement, and he used a monochromatic palette

as a means to create unified space. On the surface the works now had the

appearance of older industrial machinery, almost classical in appearance, yet their

erratic movements betrayed what Tinguely thought of as “insolence.”449 He did

not want people to be able to identify or have associations with individual bits and

                                                                                                                                    

449 Jouffroy, “Jean Tinguely,” 38.

Tinguely describes having an artistic block during 1963, and the offer to create Eureka spurred
him to create the black works. It was also a period during which he was trying to move away from
associations with the Nouveaux Réalistes, calling his use of black paint the “anti-nouveaux-
réaliste gesture, par excellence. No longer of Nouveaux Réalisme––no longer found objects.” Ibid.



217

pieces of debris in his work, but rather, to be “shocked by the engines

themselves.”450

In part, this aesthetic change resulted from a rediscovery of older models

of machines in Switzerland. Tinguely set up shop to construct Eureka in the

village of Lurty near Lausanne, and spent the entire winter of 1963–64

constructing the work. As part of his design process, Tinguely toured Swiss metal

fabricators, and discovered new materials and fabricating methods. He also

rediscovered old-fashioned machines, machines that were still in use and not yet

judged to be obsolete. He witnessed an entire world inhabited by the enormous

wheels of industrial machines, of heavy moderating flywheels, thick metal, and

black surfaces, neatly maintained and void of rust, seemingly indestructible in

materials and appearance.451

Tinguely recognized the visual and physical potency of Eureka, with its

exposed mechanisms, violent movements, and chaotic noise. By evoking

associations with earlier forms of industrial equipment, Tinguely created what he

perceived as a sculpture that embodied the image and power of the word

“machine,” namely,  a machine that had no need to hide behind its framework as

if it were ashamed of itself, a condition he observed in most contemporary

machines.452

                                                
450 Ibid.

451 Pierre Descargues, “Les nouvelles machines de Jean Tinguely,” XXe Siecle 27, no. 25 (June
1965): 127.

452 Tinguely quoted in Restany,  “La torre-segnale,” 14.
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Critical response to the piece was mixed; Swiss newspapers and

magazines quickly retitled the work “The Anti-Machine,” although it remained

popular with the general public. Some difficulty was expressed in reconciling the

opposition of art and parody. Was Eureka a work of art, or was it a massive iron

joke, a parody of life?453 Was laughter an appropriate response to a work that was

supposed to be the symbol of Swiss industrial modernity?454 Swiss and French art

magazines were more generous in their appraisals, hailing the work as strictly

original, an authentic creation, and a work of monumental beauty.455 The

uselessness of its activities was instantly recognizable, creating a poignant and

ironic commentary, given the specificity of its site. Thus, it is not surprising that

the spectacle of the work was one of the aspects that both attracted its admirers

and infuriated its detractors. Since Eureka’s theatricality only served to heighten

and emphasize the ironic content of the sculpture.

The work mocked traditional assumptions about sculpture, particularly

public sculpture. The nature of its movements and the source of its materials

created a visual display at odds with the dignity and respect attributed to public

                                                
453 “Tinguelys ‘machine sculpture’,” Leben Heute (August 1, 1964): 17.

454 One might well ask why did exposition officials commission a work from Tinguely to be the
signature structure of the exhibition? Letters from the chief architect of the exposition to Tinguely
show that he was well aware of Tinguely’s reputation as an internationally recognized artist,
noting Tinguely’s exhibitions in Tokyo and Los Angeles. The status of Tinguely’s name, along
with the fact that he made “machines” would have been appealing to exhibition planners, even the
sensationalism of his work would have ensured press coverage for the expo. I doubt that the
organizers expected a work that would be so direct in its irony. G. Cocchi letter to Jean Tinguely,
May 29, 1963, Museum Jean Tinguely Archives, Basel.

455 Georges Peillex, “Deux oeuvres maîtresses à l’exposition nationale 1964,” Werk 51 (July
1964): 259.
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monuments. The theatricality of the work was at the core of its controversy.456 As

Krauss points out, the entire range of kinetic sculpture can be seen as tied to the

concept of theatricality, whether theatricalizing the spaces in which these works

were exhibited or, as in the case of Eureka , by internalizing a sense of

theatricality and by projecting as its raison d’être a sense of itself as an actor, as

an agent of movement.457

Tinguely’s large-scale works often embody a sensitivity to place and to

certain attributes of the sites for which they are created, in this case the stereotype

of Swiss mechanical precision. Timed to be activated at certain intervals during

the day, the role of the sculpture drew on associations of precision time keeping, a

craft for which the Swiss are famous. As a national exposition, this fair offered

the opportunity for the country to advance beyond that specific defining aspect to

demonstrate the modernity of Switzerland’s mechanization and automation. Thus

a “clock” whose movements are absurdist in both scale and nature, and whose

scrap-iron elements are painted rust-brown, was considered a commentary on

contemporary industry and the Swiss in particular.458 Tinguely did not deny this
                                                
456 “Theater” was a polemical term in the criticism of modern sculpture, a term of condemnation
in Michael Fried’s “Art and Objecthood” or of praise with supporters of overtly theatrical forms of
art in the late 1960s, including kinetic, light art and happenings.

457 Krauss, Passages in Modern Sculpture, 204. Krauss is critical of Tinguely’s work, referring to
his sculptures as “self-deprecation gestures expressed through sculptural objects that look like
little more than animated junk.” Yet, what interests her is that these works were regarded as actors,
often in specific performances. Ibid., 220.

458 After the close of the exposition Tinguely had great difficulty in finding a home for Eureka.
Letters to Hultén indicate that Tinguely was actively seeking a museum to purchase the work,
although ideally he wanted it to stay in Switzerland. Only after three years of struggle did the city
of Zurich agree to place the work at Zürichhorn, a lake-side sculpture park. City officials
originally rejected the idea of publicly displaying the work, criticizing and questioning the work’s
integrity as art due to the mocking absurdity of its actions. It was not until the 1967 World’s Fair
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reading, responding to criticism by stating, “To them [Eureka] was the synonym

of a machine for performing gratuitous acts, the useless machine which somehow

represented the discovery of non-development, non-productivity. ‘Eureka’ was

obviously a title meant to deceive.”459 The irony of the title was undoubtedly not

lost on the fair organizers.

While Tinguely was able to produce a work chaotic in appearance, the

chaos was at its core a manufactured situation. While Tinguely did not work with

engineers to design his mechanisms, and his construction process relied on

improvisation, not blueprints, he did use drawings as a way of working out the

solutions to mechanical issues, executing quick sketches to determine designs for

various mechanical rhythms and speeds.460 As intuitive as his working habits

might have been, it was necessary to transform his intuition into reality. There is a

certain deliberateness behind the surface of frivolity that he creates, which in turn

translates to a level of harmony behind the confusion in his work. While

humorous and entertaining in its mechanical movements, Eureka was also a direct

response to the connotations of the “triumph of discovery” manifested in the
                                                                                                                                    
in Montreal that Tinguely’s work would receive consideration for public display. Film director
Ernst A. Heiniger was commissioned to create a three-story round theater in which his film
Switzerland would be shown. Meant to showcase the positive aspects of the country, the film
included footage of Tinguely’s Eureka, historicizing the work as an important Swiss monument
embodying the cultural modernity of Swiss life. Peter Zimmermann, “Ballett mit Schrott. Jean
Tinguelys 'Heureka' am Zürichhorn,” Neue Zürcher Zeitung (March 4, 1967): Wochenende 17-18.

459 Ibid.

460 Tinguely, Jean Tinguely: Dessins et gravures pour les sculptures, np.

Eureka was the largest sculpture Tinguely had built to date, and also his most complicated
mechanically. While he did not employ engineers, he did rely on local laborers and mechanics to
help him design and construct the sculpture. Ibid.
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palaces of machine arts. The placement of this sculpture within the direct context

of an industrial fair highlights the intertwined threads of Tinguely’s work: the

reliance on the performative displays of earlier industrial models, and a

repudiation of the optimism promoted through that form of exhibition.

While Eureka  connotes the visual impact of turn-of-the-century

mechanical displays, by the 1960s industrial exhibition techniques had shifted to

include strategies more in keeping with those promoted by the Museum of

Modern Art. While Tinguely’s “anti-machine” kept guard outside, inside the

pavilions at Lausanne machine parts were displayed for their aesthetic beauty. At

the entrance to the agricultural pavilion, individual components of farming

equipment were presented as an abstract relief (fig. 61). In the transportation area,

three huge ever-turning locomotive wheels taken completely out of any practical

context, become the ultimate useless machine (fig. 62). Transporting nothing and

going no where, their performance is multiplied by endless reflections of

themselves in a housing of mirrors. By removing any pretense of function,

technology in this context becomes increasingly abstracted and distanced from the

viewer.

The irony of Tinguely’s work is successful in part precisely because the

artist pays direct homage to the machine, even adopting the persona of the

mechanic and engineer through the coveralls that would become his standard

uniform. Tinguely conceived of Eureka as a machine that could perform

indefinitely with regular maintenance. If it needed to be fixed, one could easily

repair it. The mechanisms were built of conventional materials and standard



222

elements, all items that could be found in industrial commerce and all of which

were replaceable. Tinguely’s machines, due to their erratic movements and scrap

material appearance, give the perception of fragility, however, Tinguely viewed

them as indestructible.461 Like any other machine, in theory his sculptures could

be serviced, worn-out parts replaced, and joints lubed and oiled, so that the works

could continue to function indefinitely.462

Tinguely’s sincerity with regard to mechanical equipment extends to the

commercial aspects inherent in their display as well. The meta-matics, for

example, are evidence of the artist’s interest in the design of machines for mass

production. On one level, Tinguely approached these sculptures as machines that

manufacture art, and developed them in much the same manner as industrial

manufacturers. He created several different models, including table-top, free-

standing, and portable; he also went so far as to take out a patent with the French

Ministry of Industry, ensuring not only any creative and financial rewards

associated with his invention, but the legitimization of his mechanical design.

Tinguely had created a machine that functioned as an agent of mass production

yet which denied the standardization associated with that process; in other words,

automation without regulation.

In doing so, Tinguely effectively utilized an old-fashioned mechanical

model to comment on the changing technological situation of the 1960s. Tinguely

responded to a fear that society was unaware of how the machine had come to

                                                
461 Jouffroy, "Jean Tinguely,” 40.

462 In fact there is an interesting contrast between the durability of this monumental sculpture and
his self-destructing machines of a few years earlier.
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dominate contemporary life and produced what he saw as a mad circus of

automated, industrial machinery, particularly in America. As Popper has

accurately surmised:

Tinguely’s attitude to the machine is a complex one, depending on a
critical stance which itself can hardly be distinguished from a kind of
fascination. He uses movement at once to stress the properties of the
machine and to transcend them. He is struck by the paradox that the
machine is by its very essence utilitarian and yet reverts to complete
uselessness when it is no longer in service. He accepts the implications of
paradoxes such as this, and in fact makes use of them in order to bring into
the open the latent irony, and even monstrosity, of the machine.463

Through his own machines Tinguely hoped to “point out the stupidity of the

machine; the enormous uselessness of this gigantic effort.”464

As one reviewer of Tinguely’s work noted, “the most fearsome machines

of today no longer make gestures: they think.”465 Tinguely deliberately rejected

incorporating increasingly prevalent computer technologies into his work. In fact,

he felt a strong revulsion towards the utopian, technological super-futurism that

kinetic artists such as Nicolas Schöffer championed in this period. Schöffer

experimented with cybernetic systems, erecting kinetic towers whose movements

responded to the actions of people or objects around them, and he promoted an

idealism of science. Tinguely viewed this exaltation of technology as an

insensitive application of advanced technical processes in order to erect artistic
                                                
463 Popper is one of the few historians writing in the 1960s who recognized the complexity of
Tinguely’s machines as going beyond a kind of superficial anarchism. Popper, Origins and
Development of Kinetic Art, 131.

464 Jean Tinguely, “The Designs for Motion,” Paris Review 9, no. 34 (Spring-Summer 1965): 85.

465 Descargues, “Les nouvelles machines de Jean Tinguely,” 128.
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monuments.466 In response, Tinguely’s mechanisms represent the loss of faith in

progress as perfection. At the height of the industrial age in the late nineteenth

and early twentieth-centuries, international expositions had promoted an optimism

regarding the new possibilities of technology and the progress it implied, by the

mid-twentieth-century, this optimism was becoming suspect.

TWO  KINETIC  SCULPTORS, 1965

In 1965, Tinguely participated in a two-person show organized by Sam

Hunter at the Jewish Museum in New York entitled Two Kinetic Sculptors:

Nicolas Schöffer and Jean Tinguely. In typical retrospective fashion, Schöffer and

Tinguely were both shown in a sequence of works beginning with their first

motion sculptures of the early 1950s and continuing to their most recent work

created specifically for this exhibition, supported by drawings and diagrams. By

showcasing each artist as an opposite strand of the kinetic movement, and

displaying their work in isolation from the other, Hunter emphasized the

differences among the works. Schöffer’s smoothly rotating aluminum and

stainless steel towers and Plexiglas reliefs stood in ultramodern contrast to

Tinguely’s unpredictable, scrap-iron, spot-welded machines (fig. 63).

Following in the footsteps of Buckminster Fuller, Schöffer’s meticulously

engineered sculptures are closely linked to idealistic social goals in an attempt to

harmonize aesthetics with a contemporary technological environment. Working
                                                
466 Hultén, Méta, 46.
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closely with engineers to fabricate and design his pieces, Schöffer took the

engineer’s optimistic view of the possibilities of a technological society and

worked for a more rational society of the future. Carefully programmed events

served as an important way of engaging audiences on a grand scale. Several of

Schöffer’s technological performances were highlighted in the exhibition,

including the Spatiodynamic Tower, his cybernetic tower designed for the city of

Liège, Belgium. The work consisted of metal skeleton with over sixty mirrored

plates attached to thirty-three rotating motor-driven axes controlled by shifts in

sound, light, temperature, and humidity, and regulated through an elaborate

computer system.467 In 1961, Schöffer programmed the 150-foot tower to use the

glass facade of the neighboring Palais des Congrès and the reflecting surface of

the Meuse river as screens for moving light and color projections. The resulting

performance, known as Formes et Lumières, involved more that 360 projectors

and spotlights casting changing patterns of colored light onto the façade of the

building and was linked through a complex system of electronic stops (fig. 64).

While the visual and philosophical differences between the two artists

were readily apparent, the similarities in the impact of their works is also

significant. Both Tinguely and Schöffer shared an interest in spectacles, sought

viewer participation, and created machines specifically as performers. Yet each

artist employed radically different formal and technological approaches,

stemming from different perceptions of the machine: one, a utopian fantasy of a

more perfect social organization and, the other, an awareness and distrust of the

                                                
467 For a thorough description of the piece see Guy Habasque and Jacques Ménétrier, Nicolas
Schöffer (Neuchatel: Éditions du Griffon, 1963), 176-185.
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powers behind the machine with an optimism in regard to the machine’s irrational

potential. Both artists exploited the inherent performative qualities of motorized

sculpture in order to engage audiences in an idealistic awareness of freedom and

potential, although Tinguely did so by locating the irrationality of the machine,

while Schöffer’s forms and movements emphasize mechanical rationality.

Originally, Hunter conceived of the show as a general survey of kinetic

art, but that idea was discarded in favor of a pairing of two artists, both working in

Paris with aspects of kinetic art and movement, but whose ideas, and

consequently whose works, were diametrically opposed.468 Conceived as a study

of two extremes in what by 1965 was becoming recognized as a definable kinetic

movement, Hunter states his premise as follows:

One artist creates with modern technology vast spectacles for popular
consumption, and transforms the machines into an instrument of collective
discipline. The other treats the machines ironically and even subversively,
making it an agent of disorder and liberating forms of personal anarchy.
.  .  . The promise of technology and its effrontery––its subversion of
human instinct and identity––are the conflicting emphases of the kinetic
art of Schöffer and Tinguely.469

In the exhibition catalogue, Hunter presents a fairly balanced view of the

two artists, emphasizing their differences as the strengths of their respective

works. Although envisioned by Hunter as a complementary pair, which together

                                                
468 Memos and letters in the exhibition archives at The Jewish Museum indicate the enormous
expense and concern with technical problems that came with this show, especially the touring
segments of the exhibition, including shipping the works from Europe, acquiring spare parts, and
constant maintenance required throughout the run of the show, including a technician that traveled
with the exhibition. Exhibition files, The Jewish Museum Archives, New York.

469 Sam Hunter, Two Kinetic Sculptors, 11.
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would illuminate the various facets of the current interest in movement in art and

which would provide an essential view into life in the face of modern science and

technology, the combination proved detrimental to Tinguely’s already unsteady

American reception. Schöffer’s cold, sleek stainless steel Constructivist forms,

though not as formally interesting as Tinguely’s roughly welded machines, cast

Tinguely’s works into a rather dated shadow. Whereas Schöffer’s work suggested

the space age, in both the materials and technologies he employed, Tinguely’s

sculptures appeared to critics as kineticized Dada notions.470

Much as in Hultén’s Movement in Art exhibition, one can see a definite

split between Constructivist and ironic uses of mechanisms in art. Schöffer’s use

of Constructivist formal elements and clearly engineered technologies and

materials was read by reviewers as an “innovative,” appropriate use of technology

and as “an aesthetic for the cybernetic age.”471 As a result, in relation to Schöffer,

Tinguely’s work appeared superficial to many critics. Schöffer’s programmed

sequences of moving geometric forms in conjunction with projected light

emerged as true innovation, casting illumination upon a possible cybernetic

future, while the animated junk-sculptures of Tinguely were seen only as a

recapitulation of assemblage.472 What is missing is the fact that Tinguely’s

motors, rather than simply setting his contraptions into motion, are integral

                                                
470 See Jane H. Kay, “Two Kinetic Sculptors Grapple,” Christian Science Monitor (December 10,
1965).

471 Hudson, “Fun and Op Vie at Two Galleries,” Washington Post (January 23, 1966): G7; Franz
Schulze, “New York’s Kaleidoscope of Art,” Chicago Daily News (January 15, 1966).

472 Hudson, “Fun and Op Vie at Two Galleries,” G7.
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expressive elements, imparting to machines a sympathetic and nearly human

vulnerability and unpredictability. At a time in which notions of conventional

artistic media and formal innovations were being challenged by artists such as

Tinguely and Rauschenberg, the appeal of work like Schöffer’s, which was so

clearly linked to established early modernist tenets of formal design and the

accepted philosophy of art and new technology as a harbinger of social good, is

readily apparent.

Conservative art critic Hilton Kramer was particularly vehement in his

comparison of the two artists, labeling one an inventor, the other a pasticheur:

There is the fundamental difference between an inventive intelligence
exploring untried ideas and a gadgeteer manipulating the materials of
accepted esthetic practice. Mr. Schöffer is a true original . . . Mr. Tinguely
is the expression of a minor pasticheur rummaging around the debris of
fashionable ideas.473

Kramer is correct in pointing out the direct relationship between Schöffer’s

creations and the legacy of the Bauhaus with its principles of art as a radical

alteration of the environment and the institution of new styles for living––that

new technologies should be harnessed by artists to create better living

environments, and thus, better societies through art. Certainly Schöffer was the

inheritor of these utopian tenets and a skillful promoter of these ideas through his

various treatises on the reconstruction of cities through cybernetic systems.474

                                                
473 Hilton Kramer, “One Inventor, One Pasticheur,” (1966). Photocopy of article located in the
Museum Jean Tinguely Archives, Basel.

474 See Nicolas Schöffer, La Ville Cybernétique (Paris: Éditions Denoël, 1972) and Nicolas
Schöffer and Philippe Sers, Entretiens avec Nicolas Schöffer (Paris: Éditions Pierre Belfond,
1971.)
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What Kramer either misses or refuses to acknowledge is Tinguely and Schöffer’s

shared interest in audience engagement, the strength of performance in conveying

meaning, and Tinguely’s pointed commentary on a capitalist consumer industrial

society. As has been seen, Tinguely’s meta-mechanicals were also an inheritor of

Bauhaus philosophies as promoted by Moholy-Nagy. Ironically, Kramer’s

primary critique of Tinguely’s work was that he felt the artist worked in “a

second-hand sculptural vocabulary,” pulling together formal elements of welded

metal sculpture from the previous quarter-century, neglecting to note the obvious

formal similarities that Schöffer’s work maintained with Constructivist designs.

The exhibition proved to be very popular, breaking attendance records at

the various venues to which it traveled, and was showcased in Life and Time

magazines.475 Tinguely later complained that the exhibition was dismal and the

New York opening, with too many people, horrible, indicating his disillusionment

with the American art world and what he perceived as the misinterpretations of

his work.476 Despite his criticisms of America, Tinguely participated in a thriving

                                                                                                                                    
Members of the Situationist International disliked Schöffer’s theories on the governing role of
technology through cybernetic spectacles and pelted the artist and cybernetician Abraham Moles
with tomatoes during a public appearance in 1965. Raspaud and Voyer, “Situationist Data
(Chronology),” 184.

475 “The Kinetic Kraze,” 63-39; Henri Dauman, “Sculptures in Motion,” Life 61, no. 7 (August
12, 1966): 40-50.

The exhibition traveled to the Washington Gallery of Modern Art, The Walker Art Center, the
Carnegie Institute, and the Seattle Art Museum. Reviewers noted the high attendance figures. See
George Thomas, “Sculpture Exhibit Here Forceful,” The Pittsburgh Press (April 19, 1966).

476 Letter from Tinguely to Hultén, November 12, 1965, Museum Jean Tinguely Archives, Basel.
Tinguely would also complain to Hultén about the criticism his work received, especially in
comparison to the praise given to Schöffer’s utopian sculptures and visions. In a letter to Hultén,
Tinguely included pages torn from the exhibition catalogue highlighting the dates on Schöffer’s
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coterie of artists, poets, and writers in the United States who were interested in

collaborative spirit and the spontaneous and unpredictable results that it produced,

and with whom he participated in increasingly theatrical productions.477 In 1962,

Tinguely worked on the designs for the play The Construction of Boston, based on

a text by the poet Kenneth Koch, in collaboration with Saint-Phalle,

Rauschenberg, Merce Cunningham, Frank Stella, and Klüver.478

Ostensibly the subject of the play was the construction of a city, acted out

in various overlapping, non-linear vignettes. In the performance, Rauschenberg’s

role was to bring people and weather to Boston, Tinguely provided architecture,

and Saint-Phalle gave the city art. Rauschenberg’s citizens were a young man and

woman who set up housekeeping of the right side of the stage, and for weather he
                                                                                                                                    
pieces, and noting that he was creating more experimental works earlier than Schöffer. Letter from
Tinguely to Hultén, November 29, 1965, Museum Jean Tinguely Archives, Basel.

477 In 1961 Rauschenberg, Tinguely, Johns, Saint-Phalle, and David Tudor presented a
performance of John Cage’s Variations II at the American Embassy in Paris. It was the first
theatrical staging involving one of Tinguely’s mechanical sculptures, which moved back and forth
across the stage. For a description of the event see Tomkins, The Bride and the Bachelors, 228.

Rauschenberg and Tinguely also collaborated on the 1962 exhibition Dylaby, held at the Stedelijk
Museum in Amsterdam. Very much in the spirit of Happenings, the purpose of the event was to
demolish the barriers surrounding what can be regarded as a work of art in order to help the public
to change its role from that of passive spectator to that of active participant. Conceived as a
temporary collaborative work, with spaces designed by the artists and the audience serving as
actors, participants included Rauschenberg, Martial Raysse, Saint-Phalle, Spoerri, Tinguely, and
Per Olof Ultvedt. Hultén, Méta, 245.

478 Rivers was a friend of Koch’s and it is likely that Rivers introduced Tinguely to Koch, if not in
person, then through the work they had done together. Rivers had been Tinguely’s neighbor in
Paris and it is of no small coincidence that Tinguely was using River’s studio to create pieces for
the Jewish Museum exhibition. Koch’s writing was very much inspired by the work of Jarry and
Roussel, and Koch was important in initiating the revival of interest in their work in the U.S.
Another possible connection is Saint-Phalle, who was married to Harry Mathews, through whom
she and Tinguely met many contemporary writers including Ashbery and O’Hara. Pontus Hultén,
Niki de Saint-Phalle (Bonn: Verlag Gerd Hatje, 1992), 288.
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furnished a crude rain machine. Tinguely rented a ton of gray sandstone bricks for

the play, and from the time of his first appearance onstage he was occupied with

the task of building a wall across the proscenium. By the end of the play the wall

was seven feet high and completely blocked the stage from the audience’s view.

Saint-Phalle performed one of her shooting pieces, firing a rifle at a white plaster

copy of the Venus de Milo embedded with paint-filled balloons, causing the

sculpture to bleed paint of various colors. Throughout the play doubles spoke or

sang Saint-Phalle and Tinguely’s dialogue, while Rauschenberg’s lines were not

spoken at all, but projected onto a screen (fig. 65).479

Interestingly, Tinguely chose architecture as his contribution to the play, a

discipline dedicated to structural integrity, which is quite the opposite of his series

of self-destructing performance events of the previous two years. Performed in the

more traditional theatrical arena of the stage, the work implemented avant-garde

tactics to subvert audience expectations, although by this time these devices were

fairly expected and accepted by viewers. In the spirit of Happenings, the play was

performed only once and incorporated numerous physical engagements with the

audience, including water raining on the viewers and the threat of Tinguely’s

cinder-block wall collapsing into the audience.480 Despite these, the performance

maintained a fairly traditional stage, actor, audience relationship, taking linguistic

and structural inspiration from the plays of Roussel and Jarry, with whose

                                                
479 Kenneth Koch, A Change of Hearts. Plays, Films, and Other Dramatic Works 1951–1971 by
Kenneth Koch (New York: Random House, 1972), 131.

480 The play was performed on May 5 at the Maidman Playhouse on 42nd Street, New York.
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writings Koch was very familiar. Notably, Duchamp was in attendance at the

performance, as was Kaprow. 481

Reviews were generous in their assessments of the play, acknowledging

the accomplishments of the artists as individuals, but admitting that the theatrical

event appeared to be a last-minute collaboration that ultimately made little

sense.482 The individual participants were characterized by reviewers in a very

revealing manner. For instance, Jerry Tallmer’s Village Voice review called de

Saint-Phalle “unknown,” Rauschenberg an “avant-garde sculptor and

assemblager,” and Tinguely a “builder of machines that destroy themselves.”483

By mid-decade Tinguely’s reputation in the United States was solidly linked to

his auto-destructive machines.

In 1965 Koch and Tinguely collaborated on one more stage production at

the Jewish Museum in New York, a work entitled The Tinguely Machine Mystery,

or The Love Suicides at Kaluka. The cast consisted of the machines Attila, Odessa

and May Fair, together with Ashbery, Kiki Kobelnick, and Clarice and Larry

Rivers (fig. 66).484 The play was touted as the first dramatic presentation ever to

bring artists and machines together in an art museum. Planned and performed in

conjunction with the opening of the exhibition Two Kinetic Sculptors, the play

                                                
481 Violand-Hobi, Jean Tinguely, 53; Jerry Tallmer, “Entertainment (?): The Building of Boston,”
The Village Voice (May 10, 1962): 9.

482 “Robert Rauschenberg, Jean Tinguely, Niki de Saint-Phalle,” Art News 61, no. 4 (Summer
1962): 53.

483 Tallmer, “Entertainment (?): The Building of Boston,” 9.

484 Hultén, Méta, 285.
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was a one-night only collaborative venture in the spirit of The Construction of

Boston. For this performance, however, Tinguely created machines specifically as

actor-like performers, who served as protagonists and villains with carefully

choreographed roles. They moved on cue and at other times they were said to

“speak.” Attilla, the most important of the machine characters, occupied a large

part of the back wall of the stage. Sixteen feet wide and ten and a half feet high,

the work was constructed of steel and machine parts mounted on wood to

resemble the skeleton of an old horse. When the machine was activated, two of its

steel parts crashed together with a loud and regularly repeated sound (fig. 67).

May Fair was a mobile machine consisting of welded industrial scraps that

resemble the bottom section of a large lawnmower (fig. 68). When activated, it

rolled a few feet forward, stopped with a loud clang, rolled back, and then

repeated itself until turned off. The last machine actor was Odessa, a sculpture

measuring a little over four feet tall and constructed of gray painted steel.

Anthropomorphic in form, a chest-high cylinder approximately a foot and a half

in diameter rotated and whirred when activated (fig. 69). Other motorized

machines surrounded the audience on all sides.485

The dialogue of the play makes it clear the extent of anthropomorphization

that these machines underwent. Not merely props, the works were transformed

into characters, given human attributes and emotions, and were integral to the plot

development of this rather surreal murder mystery. Decried by human characters

as “vicious” and “killers,” described as having facial expressions and as being a

                                                

485 Koch, A Change of Hearts, 19-20.
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“talking picture,” the individual machines were wrongly accused of murdering

humans and given “speaking” roles in which the machines were activated. This

performance was the most overt display of Tinguely’s machines in the role of

performer and the most direct association of his machines as substitutes for

human beings.

Koch would go on to have a long history of collaborating with painters,

initiated in 1961 by working with Rivers. For Koch, these collective efforts were

inextricably linked to performance, not only in his plays, but also in his

collaborative poetry. Describing a large painting/poem entitled New York

1950–1960, which he executed with Rivers, Koch wrote:

I had an instantaneous perceptive audience for every move I made (word I
wrote); ordinarily getting a response takes longer than that. We worked
fast, and wanted to get a lot done. If my words weren’t perfect, Larry
could fix them with some red or yellow; the same for his brush strokes and
pictures, I could amend them with adjectives and nouns. At least, we
assume so. All this created an atmosphere of speed and excitement that
might or might not turn out to be good. There was always a chance, too,
that we could in however small a way realize some kind of Rimbaud-like
dream of doing more with words and colors than words could ever do
alone––of finding the colors of the vowels, saying what couldn’t be
said.486

Koch’s reference to the poet Rimbaud is indicative of his admiration of the

Surrealists, and he was not alone. Other New York-based poets Ashbery and

Frank O’Hara were also interested in both collaborations with visual artists and a

Surrealist model. Koch cites two general reasons for their excitement about

collaborating, namely, their admiration for the Surrealists’ collaborative efforts
                                                
486 Kenneth Koch, The Art of Poetry. Poems, Parodies, Interviews, Essays, and Other Work (Ann
Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 1996), 168.



235

among poets and artists and the energy and excitement produced by collaboration

at a time when their work was underrecognized, with them serving as each other’s

primary audience.487 At the time, still the early years of the decade, the relative

success of Tinguely, Rauschenberg, and the other artists with whom they

collaborated, did not detract from Koch’s interest, but rather, added an extra

element to their performances:

The excited feelings didn’t stop, though, when there was more
recognition, and more money, at least for the painters. There painters were
still “rebellious” and determinedly avant-garde, and now we had a new
element to work in, the element of power (slight), of the illusion of having
the means to do just about anything we wanted. Huge paintings of girls’
faces by Alex Katz adorned the top stories of Times Square buildings,
Tinguely displayed his self-destructing Universe Machine in the Arizona
desert, Christo began hanging wrappings over monuments and mountains.
It was hard for poetry to follow art to these places, but that partly illusory
elixir of possibility and power had something to do with The Construction
of Boston and The Tinguely Machine Mystery.488

Performance served as a powerful means of expression, as well as a medium with

tremendous potential and flexibility. As the decade continued, Tinguely’s

machines took on a performative role that was increasingly anthropomorphic

precisely at a time when other artists were turning their attention to cybernetic

technologies.

CYBERNETIC PERFORMERS

                                                
487 Ibid., 170.

488 Ibid.
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Toward the end of the decade there was a growing interest in computer

technology and cybernetics in relation to art, both by artists and art historians.

While Tinguely never embraced cybernetic systems, his work did become

increasingly anthropomorphic during this period. How Tinguely was written into

the history of art at this moment can be seen in relation to the context of the

performative aspects of cybernetic art.

The most definitive exhibition to date on the history of the machine in art,

Hultén’s The Machine as Seen at the End of the Mechanical Age debuted at

MoMA in 1968.489 Positioned as “a collection of comments on technology by

artists of the Western world,” rather than an illustrated history of the machine

through the ages, the exhibition and its accompanying catalogue nonetheless

presented a chronological survey of mechanical design and machine-inspired art

from early drawings by Leonardo da Vinci to the manipulated television screens

of Nam June Paik.490 The first truly historic treatment of this subject, Hultén’s

chronology revealed shifting cultural attitudes toward machines, demonstrating

the various historical manifestations of machines as toys and agents of marvel and

fantasy––as well as practical tools––while machines as agents of mass production

are presented as a relatively new historical phenomena. Clearly focused on the

twentieth-century, Hultén demonstrated that artistic attitudes toward machines

had ranged from deepest pessimism and despair to devotion bordering on idolatry,

                                                
489 The exhibition traveled to the University of St. Thomas in Houston (March 25-May 18, 1969)
(facilitated by the de Menils, who were great benefactors of Tinguely’s work), and to the San
Francisco Museum of Art (June 23-August 24, 1969).

490 Hultén, The Machine, 3.
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depending on the changing philosophical attitudes toward the impact of

technology on society.

Crucial to the theme of the exhibition was the acknowledgment that

technology in 1968 was undergoing a critical transition and that late-twentieth-

century society was moving away from a mechanical age into an electronic era

dominated by computers. For Hultén, the key connection between these two

epochs, one coming to a close, the other just emerging, was the analogy between

humans and machines. Whether or not the association was mechanically or

electronically derived, this relationship dominated artistic experimentation in

relation to technology. As Hultén points out, the mechanical apparatus can most

easily be defined as an imitation of our muscles, while electronic devices imitate

the processes of the brain and the nervous system.491

Hultén’s curatorial choices reveal the emphasis of this correspondence: da

Vinci’s drawings of flying machines and elaborate mechanical wings;

seventeenth-century etchings of machine-people; Jacques Vaucanson and Pierre

Jacquet-Droz’s famous automata; Eadweard Muybridge’s photographic

researches that distill body movements into mechanical steps; and Duchamp and

Picabia’s female machines. Hultén also recognized the importance of exhibition

and display of machinery and industrial technology, including text and imagery

from the 1851 Great Exhibition, the first industrial fair of international scope and

                                                
491 Ibid.
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the first time that industry, machines, and industrial materials ranked side by side

with the arts.492

Clear in this history is the role of performance in relation to the human-

machine analogy. Hultén stressed that the ancient Greeks never took the steps

required to develop engineering mechanisms from toys to power machines,

preferring to use these devices to create elaborate automata. The fascination with

automata through the eighteenth-century is well documented in the exhibition

catalogue. Automata were built specifically as public curiosities and displays of

performance, as the machines “performed” actions that fell exclusively within the

domain of mankind, such as writing, singing, dancing, etc. Relatively self-

operating mechanisms, automata were designed to automatically follow a

predetermined sequence of operations or to respond to encoded instructions. This

iteration of action highlights the very artificiality of the animation in each

example. Despite its convincing movement and the legibility of the results, the

repetition of the automaton’s action eventually draws attention to its mechanical

nature. Its construction inadvertently produces the very opposite of its intentions.

These mechanical creatures engage the viewer in a manner akin to theater.

Neither the automaton nor Tinguely’s sculptures are contemplative works,

offering instead an entertainment of distraction intended to engage, fascinate, and

occasionally outrage. It is the choice of medium that connotes meaning and the

intentions of the maker, and in both the case of the automaton and Tinguely’s

                                                
492 Hultén reproduced a humorous etching by George Cruikshank entitled All the World Going To
See the Great Exhibition of 1851, 1851 as well as responses to the fair from Charles Dickens and
Siegfried Giedion. Ibid.
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work there is a self-consciousness on the part of the creator, an awareness of the

cultural implications of their choices in representation.

While this exhibition highlighted the connections between human and

machines in art in a way not previously seen in Hultén’s writings, it nonetheless

maintained much of the history and arguments offered by Hultén in his earlier

exhibitions on kinetic art. The Futurists, Gabo, Moholy-Nagy, Schwitters, Calder,

and Duchamp still played a critical role in the development of mechanical art.

Because the exhibition was explicitly about machines in art, and not the broader

category of motion in art, artists such as Soto and Bury were not included, while

artists such as Picabia were given significant representation. Not

inconsequentially, Picabia’s drawings and paintings of machines are laden with

human-machine references.

One striking departure from Hultén’s earlier writings is a distinct

distancing from the vocabulary of revolution he used in his texts for the 1955 and

1961 exhibitions. By 1968, artists such as Tinguely and Rauschenberg were well

established, making the rhetoric of aesthetic anarchism less pertinent. These

artists, in effect, become part of the lineage of avant-garde artists interested in the

connections between machines and art. Instead, Hultén defends Tinguely’s work

against the American reception of his art, criticizing the “automatism” of critical

expectations:

The industrialization of the New York art scene, where the journalists who
write about culture expect movements in art to succeed one another like
each season’s fashions, is a phenomenon we have witnessed in recent
years. Such mechanization of art history is all the more unnecessary,
because it is totally unproductive and arises out of laziness and lack of
imagination. Free expressions that have been created through individuals,
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reactions and inventiveness are forced into an artificial pattern of
development, because it is easier to present them that way. This
mechanization is also part of the rapidly accelerated commercialization of
art that has occurred in New York and elsewhere in the past few years. Art
is viewed as a consumer product and sold on that basis; therefore, at the
opening of every season a new model must be unveiled.493

By comparing the New York art scene to the problems of industrial

mechanization and capitalist, consumer culture, Hultén establishes Tinguely’s

work as a critique of that world in much the same way as the artist himself

defends his machines as a critique of the misuse of technology.

Hultén gave Tinguely’s work substantial representation in the exhibition

and catalogue, showcasing in particular his auto-destructive and auto-creative

machines. For Hultén, Tinguely’s meta-matic drawing machines demonstrated

both a basic tenet of collaboration and a new relationship between humans and

technology. The pieces only work through a symbiotic relationship between man

and machine, yet the outcome is an irrational product. Homage to New York is

represented by Klüver’s description of the event, as well as photographic

documentation. Like Hultén, Klüver emphasizes the collaborative aspects of the

project, not only between engineer and artist, but, most importantly, between

machine and viewer: “L’art éphémère creates a direct connection between the

creative act of the artist and the receptive act of the audience, between the

construction and the destruction. It forces us out of the inherited image and into

                                                
493 Ibid., 173.
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contact with ever-changing reality.”494 Performance, response, and the human

body are the factors on which Hultén focuses in relation to machines and art.

Included as an addendum to the exhibition were the winning entries from a

competition arranged by Experiments in Art and Technology (E.A.T.), a

consortium of engineers and artists established by Klüver and Rauschenberg in

1966 to explore and realize the possibilities of art and new technologies.495 Of the

nine works chosen for the MoMA exhibition, seven involved a direct human and

machine interaction that relied heavily on the theatrical effects of light, color,

movement, or sound. The activation of many of these works depended on the

interdependence of bodily action and technology.

Of the more elegant solutions, Jean Dupuy and Ralph Martel’s Heart

Beats Dust (1968) was an installation of red dust enclosed in a glass-faced cube

that was made visible by a high-intensity light beam (fig. 70). The movement of

the dust was activated by acoustic vibrations produced by the rhythm of visitors’

heartbeats. Wen-Ying Tsai and Frank T. Turner’s Cybernetic Sculpture (1968) is

another example of a cybernetic relationship that is not manifested in direct

anthropomorphic forms. In this work several groups of stainless steel rods
                                                
494 Billy Klüver, “The Garden Party” reprinted in Hultén, The Machine, 171.

495 E.A.T.’s call for entries explained that, “the raison d’être for the organization was the
possibility of a work which is not the preconception of either the engineer or the artist, but which
is the result of the exploration of the human interaction between them. To encourage this aim in
the works to be considered for the best contribution by an engineer to a work of art produced in
collaboration with an artist. The project may be initiated by either an artist or an engineer.” The
jury consisted of scientists and engineers from the technical community, not necessarily informed
about contemporary art, who awarded based on the most inventive use of new technology as
evoked through the collaboration of artist and engineer. 139 works were displayed in the
corresponding exhibition Some More Beginnings at the Brooklyn Museum of Art. Hultén, The
Machine, 198.
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oscillated back and forth (fig. 71). High-frequency stroboscopic lights illuminated

the rods, responding to sound, such as a voice or the clapping of hands. The sense

of contact with the sculpture that the viewer obtained was due to the subtlety of

the work’s reaction, for the response of the trembling rods appeared as a direct

translation of the viewer’s voice.496 With the growing sophistication of

technologies, the overtness of the human-machine relationship in art appears less

literal in its representation by the late 1960s, yet it was still very much a central

theme of exploration.

For Jack Burnham, who published Beyond Modern Sculpture: The Effects

of Science and Technology on the Sculpture of this Century the same year as

Hultén’s exhibition, the development of modern sculpture very closely paralleled

the intellectual framework produced by scientific culture. Burnham considered the

use of technology in sculpture as invariably linked to the human body:

The machine, as unstable and inefficient as it was, remained the only
means by which man would eventually reconstruct intelligent life, or what
might be called life-bearing artifacts. As a result, much modern sculpture
has been concerned with the creation of pseudo machines that haphazardly
approximate the life impulse.497

To Burnham, “sculpture seeks its own obliteration by moving toward integration

with the intelligent life forms it has always imitated.”498 He recognized the

shifting emphasis from sculpture as object with formal concerns, to sculpture as a

                                                
496 Ibid., 200-201.

497 Burnham, Beyond Modern Sculpture, 5.

498 Ibid., 10, 333.
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system whereby it gradually departs from its object state and assumes some

measure of life-like activity. For Burnham one of the major trends in sculptural

development in the late-twentieth-century was the replacement of inanimate

sculpture with life-simulating systems through the use of technology.

Not surprisingly, Tinguely’s machine constructions did not fit the ideal of

Burnham’s evolutionary process. For Burnham, Tinguely’s works brought to light

what is suspect concerning the artistic use of machines, namely, “that it is

extremely difficult to produce a physical system which strives toward psychic

ambiguity and liberation and, at the same time, remains a device conceived upon

the precepts of physical restraint (i.e., conceived as a mechanical artifact).”499 Yet,

Burnham acknowledged the anthropomorphic characteristics of Tinguely’s

creations through descriptions of his machines “creating” works of art,

“devouring” each other, “working” or “going on strike,” “committing” suicide,

“singing” a capriccio, or “having nervous breakdowns.” Of the sculptors he

discusses, Tinguely comes the closest to “humanizing” the machine without the

advantages of cybernetics.500

The ability to devise control mechanisms, or machines capable of self-

adaptation, was disseminated through the 1948 publication of Norbert Wiener’s

Cybernetics: Or Control and Communication in the Animal and the Machine. His

text detailed the possibility of creating mechanical analogs to the nervous system

of animals, and thus gradually effecting some level of intelligence in the machine.
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The term cyborg—or cybernetic organism—was coined by Wiener to describe

any artificial system connected through reciprocal feedback to an organism.

Although in popular culture cyborgs would connote anthropomorphic and robotic

images, this symbiotic relationship does not necessarily need to be manifested in

outward appearance.

While early artistic experimenters in cybernetic technologies, such as

Schöffer, began in the 1950s, it was not until the middle of the 1960s that a

groundswell of cybernetic experimentation appeared in the art world.501 For

Burnham, machine-driven kinetic art and its invariably linear cycle of work were

merely a stepping stone to a cybernetic art that could establish behavior patterns

that were not clearly predictable, yet not falsely random events either.502

Burnham presents a rather limited view of sculpture and its possibilities in

his evolutionary interpretation of the history of modern sculpture, but a view

grounded in the scientific and technological culture of the time. His opinion is

manifested to some degree in Hultén’s own emphasis on similar ideas and in the

proliferation of exhibitions dealing with new technologies in the visual arts and

the cybernetic possibilities of creation at the end of the decade in the United

                                                
501 It must be noted that a significant reason for the delay in artistic use of cybernetic systems was
the tremendous cost of implementing these processes. Some of the initial cybernetic sculptures
were among the most expensive and complex sculptures at that time. Schöffer, for instance, was
only able to realize his cybernetic towers as early as 1954 through the funding and engineering
resources of the Phillips Corporation of Europe. Schöffer was also completely dependent on
Phillips’ engineers to design and build the electronic operating systems for these works. For a
complete description of the technology behind Schöffer’s earliest towers see Burnham, Beyond
Modern Sculpture, 340.

502 Ibid., 333.
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States.503 The 1970 exhibition Software, organized by Burnham, explored his

concept of sculpture as system.504 The show emphasized ideas over aesthetics,

and it would be difficult to describe most of the works as art objects. Instead,

Burnham was interested in revealing the impact of cybernetic systems on visual

culture and audience response. About the premise of the exhibition he states:

It demonstrates the effects of contemporary control and communication
techniques in the hands of artist. Most importantly it provides the means
by which the public can personally respond to programmatic situations
structured by artists. . . . Hence the goal of Software is to focus our
sensibilities on the fastest growing area of this culture: information
processing systems and their devices.505

Interestingly, Software resembled world’s fairs in its display techniques of

cybernetic systems as objects of curiosity and possibility, more than it resembled

traditional museum exhibitions of the visual arts.506 Distinctions between
                                                
503 One of the first exhibitions of art and technology performances took place in the fall of 1966 at
the Sixty-Ninth Regiment Armory in New York. Sponsored by E.A.T., 9 Evenings: Theatre and
Engineering was the first calculated, large-scale collaborative attempt by engineers, artists, and
dancers to pool their talents. The fist exhibition to deal strictly with the issues of cybernetics in art
was Cybernetic Serendipity: The Computer and the Arts, organized in 1968 by Jasia Reichardt for
the Institute of Contemporary Art in London. A comprehensive exhibition, Reichardt attempted to
document how computers and various cybernetic devices had been use creatively, both within and
beyond the arts. Cybernetic Serendipity contained a great deal of basic information on the
historical development of digital computers, including scientific experiments and works by artists
that utilized the principle of feedback in machines designed to respond to external and/or internal
stimuli.

504 Sponsored by the American Motors Corporation, Software: Information Technology. Its New
Meaning for Art originated at The Jewish Museum in New York (September 16-November 8,
1970), and then traveled to The Smithsonian Institution (December 16- February 14, 1971).

505 Jack Burnham, Software: Information Technology. Its New Meaning for Art exh. cat. (New
York: The Jewish Museum, 1970): 10.

506 This is true for Cybernetic Serendipity too, which featured printouts from computers as used in
music analysis and music synthesis, computer graphics and movies, computer-designed
choreography, and computer poems and text analysis.



246

drawings, objects, and machines, as well as scientist, engineer, and artist were

purposefully blurred. Neither an art exhibition as such, nor a technological fun

fair, the show was primarily a demonstration of contemporary ideas, acts, and

objects, linking cybernetics and the creative process.507 In a sense, the arbitrary

line of demarcation between machine and art and their separation in display had

now disappeared, albeit only temporarily.

While Tinguely never explored cybernetic systems in his work and

eschewed any high-tech gadgetry as anathema to his aesthetic and interpretive

concerns, the human-machine analogy is very much at play in his sculptures. As

Tomkins points out, spectators cannot help describing his work in human terms,

assigning the machines human emotions and characteristics, such as absurdity,

anger, and satire.508 From his very first experiments, Tinguely’s works were

described as robots or automata. Despite the fact that his works in the 1950s had

few physical anthropomorphic qualities, the automation of movement to create

art, a specifically human enterprise, led to immediate associations between human

movements and abilities and mechanical replication. A photo caption in a review

of Tinguely’s 1955 exhibition at Galerie Denise René labels one of his works as

the “robot” that creates drawings and concrete music.509 Tinguely and his dealers

                                                
507 Jaisa Reichardt, ed., Cybernetics, Art and Ideas (Greenwich, CT: New York Graphic Society,
Ltd., 1971): 14.

508 Tomkins, The Bride and the Bachelors, 147.

509 “Tinguely: au centre, le robot creant dessins et musique concrete,” Combat. 18, 4 (1955).
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did not ignore this connection, self-consciously categorizing work in some of his

earliest exhibitions as “automatons.”510

An early French reviewer complained of the inaccuracy of the word

“automaton” to describe Tinguely’s early meta-mechanical pieces, stating, “In

effect, Tinguely’s paintings of animated elements can in no case be considered as

automatons, automaton meaning that which is self-driven by its internal

mechanics, whereas these paintings draw their movement from an energy that is

for them, in the end, completely foreign: electricity.”511 While this is true of most

of Tinguely’s work throughout his career, his three-dimensional works, removed

from the wall and clearly human-related in scale, are more convincing in their

analogy. The source of energy is more easily ignored as his works become

increasingly anthropomorphic. When Tinguely made the aesthetic shift in 1964 to

painting his assemblages black, he also confined some of their movements, giving

their functions greater weight and substance. Various parts of the works, such as

in M. K. III, became differentiated and personified, condemned, as Hultén

romantically describes them, “to lead the life of prisoners sentenced to hard

labor,” constantly repeating the same movements.512 These works appear to

parody human movements, even the most intimate, while at the same time relying

                                                

510 Tinguely had an exhibition at the Studio d’Architettura b. 24 in Milan in 1954 entitled
Automatons, Sculpture and Mechanical Reliefs by Tinguely. Tinguely would soon after title his
works with the prefix “meta.”

511 Bordier, “Une nouvelle exposition de tableaux animés de Tinguely,” L’Art d’Aujourd’hui.

512 Hultén, Méta, 278.
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on the combination of spectacle and human analogy to create an empathetic

reaction and deeper engagement from the spectator. Spectacle and audience

participation are key to cybernetic performers, even if, as in the case of

Tinguely’s work, the cybernetic association is only superficial.

Schöffer’s work clearly manipulates the experience of the viewer. While

Burnham emphasizes the technological aspects of Schöffer’s cybernetic towers,

the theatricality of their performances could not be ignored and was a major

consideration for the artist when planning the display of his work. The cybernetic

systems he devised were always directly linked to the theatrics of the piece and its

interaction with the spectator. Whether his self-termed “spectacles” were as

immense as his 1961 Formes et Lumières at the Palais des Congrès in Liège, or

more traditional in scale, as in the display of his cybernetic sculpture CYSP I in

1956 at the Sarah Bernhardt Theatre, Schöffer used public performance of

mechanized art as a means of integrating his work with the urban scene. CYSP is

an acronym for cybernetic-spatiodynamic construction. Able to move at different

speeds in different directions, this work emits light and sound, creates a display of

color, and is electronically responsive to the human presence. Certain colors and

temperatures make it advance, others cause it to retreat, and performances were

staged with modern dancers engaging the effects of the sculpture through the

movement of their bodies (fig. 72). For Schöffer, cybernetics and performance

were necessary for linking art with the human condition.

As noted earlier, already by 1957 critic Guy Habasque recognized the

need for theatricality in young kineticists and the imperative for connecting with
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the viewer in a way that was no longer contemplative or hierarchical.513 While

Habasque was an important defender of new kineticism being produced in

Europe, he was not alone in his observation of the impact of time-based processes

on the experience of viewing art. Peter Selz also cites the critical importance of

the relationship between viewer and work of art, noting that recent developments

in sculpture had forced a new relationship with the spectator. In kinetic sculpture

the viewer becomes engaged as a participant, experiencing sculpture in time. For

Selz, as the theater had long since moved beyond the confines of the proscenium

so to had sculpture moved from its pedestal, and it was time to recognize the

implications of this development.514

Tinguely combined the ideas of useless machines and mechanical

performance to engage audiences and provide a critique of technological

optimism at a moment when technology was undergoing a radical shift in

emphasis from mechanical to electronic systems. The aesthetics of older industrial

equipment and the creation of machines that referenced particular forms of

industrial display were used to challenge a blind acceptance of new technologies

and applied sciences. Tinguely was interested in creating an awareness of

society’s relationship with machines, hence he sought an irrational approach to

technology, as opposed to Schöffer’s highly rational ideas for combining art and

technology as a tool for the betterment of civilization.

                                                
513 Habasque, “Note on a New Trend,” 43.

514 Selz, Directions in Kinetic Sculpture, 10-11.
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An interest in cybernetic systems and the potential for its use in art came

to the foreground in the late 1960s, causing Tinguely’s work to appear somewhat

obsolete. However, Tinguely’s incorporation of non-cybernetic human-machine

references into his work served as yet another critique of the modernist

utopianism between man and machine that Schöffer offered in his cybernetic

systems. Often sexually charged, humorous, and unexpected, the human-machine

associations in Tinguely’s work from the mid-1960s on are inherent in the

performative qualities of his sculptures and largely responsible for engaging the

viewer. Performance, with its longstanding associations and connotations,

particularly in relation to mechanization, had become a tool in Tinguely’s hands

for integrating mechanization and art, and ultimately, art and life.
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CONCLUSION

The concepts of useless machines and mechanical performers are crucial

to both the reception of Tinguely’s work and an understanding of his sculpture in

the context of performance-based activities. The inherent irony in Tinguely’s

machines dominates the experience of viewing his work. Tinguely’s sculptures

gave the impression of forces that are out of proportion to the structures that

sustain them. His purposeful inclusion of irregularities, humor, and dated

mechanical systems served to undermine assumptions about the role and use of

machines.

Stephen Bann has pointed out that the one common element of all kinetic

art is the minimization of the importance of the object itself and the emphasis of

its effect on the spectator.515 Certainly this is true of much of Tinguely’s

sculpture; the work is incomplete when static, only becoming resolved when in

motion. Tinguely and his fellow kineticists consciously chose to utilize time and

space as central avenues of exploration within their work in order to engage

audiences. Movement allowed for the investigation of perceptual effects in the

viewer, resulting not only in new ways of seeing, but also in new ways of thinking

about art.

In the late 1950s younger artists, both in the United States and Europe,

threatened more traditional and static forms of art by injecting theatricality into

                                                
515 Bann, Four Essays on Kinetic Art, 49.
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the artistic process and the viewing experience. Tinguely was not alone in

exploiting the performative qualities of mechanized processes. His association

with performative acts at a time when the line between action, performance, and a

work of art became increasingly ambivalent undeniably altered his work. The

absurdist characteristics of his machines heightened the theatrical qualities of his

work, although they also served to undermine its social content. Humor,

eroticism, and the machine are combined in Tinguely’s work in a manner at odds

with the seriousness of intent of artists like the cybernetics-oriented Schöffer,

causing very different receptions of their work, despite the fact that the two artists

shared a theatricality based on technology.

Tinguely’s ironic machines, like much kinetic work from the late 1950s

and the 1960s, walk a fine line between accessibility and pure entertainment. Art

historians reevaluating kinetic sculpture, such as Guy Brett, have noted the

tendency to treat kinetic art as a kind of sideshow of twentieth-century art, rather

than with the seriousness granted Minimalism, Conceptualism, or even Pop art.516

As a result, the radical implications of the best of this work have largely been

ignored. While the experience of Tinguely’s work often falls somewhere between

the dismissive criticism of his detractors and the effusive praise of his supporters,

his machines were made in response to the specifics of the artistic and political

climate of the period in which they were created.

Pontus Hultén clearly viewed the kinetic art produced in Paris as both

revolutionary and imminently relevant to the current moment in its use of

                                                
516 Brett, Force Fields, 9.
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materials and motion. In particular, the mechanical disorder of Tinguely’s

machines epitomized Hultén’s ideas of freedom and transformation in relation to

a general mid-twentieth-century artistic understanding of Einstein’s Theory of

Relativity. Hultén was interested in promoting a specific kind of motion art, one

steeped in the theories and activities of the Bauhaus and Futurist artists. His role

in shaping the history of European kinetic sculpture had a crucial impact on how

Tinguely viewed his own work as well as on the mechanisms and ideas that he

incorporated into his sculpture. The visual disintegration of Tinguely’s work

through movement, along with its occasional literal destruction, relates directly to

Hultén’s particular interests in kineticism.

The relationship of time, motion, and art as described by Moholy-Nagy

and adapted by Hultén, can be traced in the development of Tinguely’s work from

his early meta-mechanicals to later sculptures such as Eureka. Tinguely emerges

in Hultén’s writings and exhibitions as not only the inheritor of these ideas, but as

a practitioner whose work responded directly to an artistic and political world that

was increasingly distrustful of stability and hierarchies. Tinguely’s manifesto Für

Statik and his collaboration with Yves Klein give further evidence of his

endorsement of Hultén’s ideas regarding time and space in relation to kineticism.

Hultén’s texts demonstrate a continual need to defend kinetic art and

Tinguely’s sculpture in particular. Early on in his writing Hultén aimed to identify

and justify the independence and radicalism of Tinguely’s work, while later he

defended its importance through a long historical lineage of avant-garde responses

to technology and the machine. Yet, Hultén provided more than a formal and
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historical structure for Tinguely’s machines; he also justified a radical political

content for the work. For Hultén, Tinguely’s meta-mechanicals were “beyond the

framework of all laws and every system. [They] incarnate integral anarchy.”517 In

addition to creating a lineage of early twentieth-century theories of movement,

Hultén placed Tinguely’s work within a history of politically engaged art in

Europe.

The more obvious political content in Tinguely’s work of the 1960s is less

surprising and more evident once one recognizes this early context of

“revolution” promoted by Hultén and readily accepted by Tinguely. Tinguely’s

artistic response to economic, social, and political conditions in the 1960s

developed from a lifelong interest in anarchist activities and political

philosophers, an aspect of his work that is generally ignored or downplayed by

historians. By examining Tinguely’s own statements regarding anarchism and

revolution, as well as his interest in Stirner’s particular brand of “egoism,” it is

possible to differentiate between a generalized assumption of Tinguely’s

work––particularly his self-destructing performances––as purely nihilist and

inflammatory and a more subtle understanding of Tinguely’s machines as

ultimately hopeful.

While a comparison of the political content in Tinguely’s work to the

activism of Metzger or members of the Situationist International reveals the

limitations of Tinguely’s political emphasis, it does demonstrate that Tinguely

engaged with the ideas and rhetoric that informed an anarchist milieu active in

                                                
517 Hultén, “Tinguely,” (1957) reprinted in Le Mouvement: The Movement (Paris: Éditions Denise
René, 1975), 37.
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Europe during this time. Tinguely’s work must be seen in relation to politically

and socially engaged art informed by machine aesthetics and analogies. While

Tinguely’s ironic use of the machine commented on industrial society’s

relationship with technology, his most pointed criticisms were aimed at

consumerism and what he perceived as the arrogance of capitalist culture and, in

particular, the United States. It is no coincidence that he produced his most

aggressive works in response to the site of the most negative reception of his

work. It is questionable, however, how successfully Tinguely conveyed his

message, particularly to American audiences. The playfulness, noise, and theatrics

of his machines––aspects that were critical to his work––at times overshadowed

any other intentions.

The reluctance to acknowledge the anarchist themes in Tinguely’s work,

or even the misreading and manipulation of his ideas, is clear when one examines

the reception of his work in the United States versus Europe. The appropriation of

Duchamp in the critical response to Tinguely’s work highlights the difference in

attitudes toward kinetic art in each locale. For Hultén, writing in 1955, Duchamp

was a kineticist whose Readymades were a radical reconsideration of the art

object. Hultén promoted Duchamp as the ideal artistic model for a group of young

artists incorporating motion into their works and interested in redefining and

eliminating categories of art. However, five years later, in response to Homage to

New York, Duchamp emerged as the ultimate Dada practitioner in the eyes of

American critics. The manipulation of Duchamp and the term Dada for various

means has had a lasting impact on how Tinguely and his fellow European



256

kineticists and Nouveaux Réalistes have been written into the art historical

cannon. In addition, post-war kinetic work has often been reduced to the status of

merely an inferior appropriation of earlier, and thus more “legitimate,”

explorations of motion, technology, and anarchism, rather than seen as expanding

upon earlier artistic experiments in response to specific mid-century situations to

create new forms of art.

Douglas Davis describes the artistic situation in Europe between the end

of World War II and 1965 as a “post-Bauhaus renaissance.” He points out that the

rate of progress toward a symbiotic mixture of art with technology was far faster

and more self-conscious in Europe than in the United States.518 This difference in

relative interest in art and technology may help explain why American critics and

curators had difficulty in reconciling the temporal and technologically based ideas

of Moholy-Nagy with the playful aspects of Tinguely’s work. Even while quoting

Tinguely as saying, “Life is play, movement, perpetual change”––a clear homage

to Hultén’s writings about space-time in relation to kinetics––Time magazine

describes Tinguely’s Dissecting Machine as “a gleeful guillotine a go-go.”519

Hultén’s early European modernist justification for kineticism was lost in the

United States in favor of emphasizing the absurdist or perceived gimmick-laden

aspects of incorporating movement in art.

Exhibitions of kinetic art organized in Europe and the United States

provide valuable information about how differently kineticism was defined.

                                                
518 Douglas Davis, Art and The Future: A History/Prophecy of the Collaboration Between
Science, Technology and Art. (New York: Praeger Publishers, 1973), 52.

519  “The Kinetic Kraze,” Time, 64.



257

Exhibition histories illustrate the increasing reticence in the United States towards

Tinguely’s particular form of kineticism embodied by motorized junk and scrap.

From Le Mouvement, which touted kinetic art within the theoretical and

intellectual framework of the relationship of time and space, to the first grumbling

critiques aimed at the theatricality of mechanical sculpture in Movement in Art, to

the assessment of Tinguely as a mere copier of Dada ideas in response to Two

Kinetic Sculptors, one witnesses an increasing de-intellectualization of Tinguely’s

art by critics as it was exposed to American audiences. This evolution coincided

with the lessening of Tinguely’s interest in ideas of space and time as well as the

gradual increase in the political content and theatricality in his work.

As Marcuse has stated, “The absorbent power of society depletes the

artistic dimension by assimilating its antagonistic contents.”520 This is certainly

true of Tinguely’s work as it has been written into the history of art. His meta-

matic sculptures and the paintings and drawings they produced, for example, were

often characterized only in formal relation to Abstract Expressionism or Tachist

painting. His machines are often discussed in terms of assemblage techniques or

kinetic movement, removing any acknowledgement of political engagement.

Within American criticism and art history there is little recognition that

Tinguely’s work was driven by a content that went beyond formal exploration and

challenge and that he used these innovations to provide a legitimate critique of

contemporary society.

                                                
520 Marcuse, One Dimensional Man, 61.
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Guy Habasque recognized the tendency for this response even in the early

stages of the post-war kinetic movement, stating:

“I attach the greatest importance to a new current still misunderstood
and little-known—especially, I believe, in the United States—which is
actually seeking to create new technical means of expressing more
adequately the values and beliefs of our contemporary civilization.”521

Tinguely’s use of low-tech materials, gasoline and electrical engines, scrap iron

and found objects, and simply-designed pulley and gear systems, was a deliberate

attempt to communicate the associations specific to industrial machinery in a way

that could not be conveyed by the growing advances in electronic and computer

technologies. Computer systems and electronic chips are mysterious entities to the

average lay-person, the nature of electrical current providing no visual window

into how they actually operate, while the function of industrial machinery is often

in plain sight. Tinguely’s choice of industrial equipment as a model for his

mechanical sculpture served to heighten the ironic uselessness of his machines,

while their performative qualities attempted to engage an audience in a manner

that could be illuminating. Tinguely recognized the need to create works that

resonated with issues surrounding technology’s place in contemporary culture,

particularly in light of the world-destroying potential of nuclear war.

Although he used humor and irony as weapons with which to critique the

contemporary technological world, Tinguely did so from a position of genuine

appreciation for the mechanical beauty of the machine. What he mocked was not

machines themselves, but how they were used to represent certain ideas and

                                                
521 Habasque, “Notes on a New Trend,” 36.
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controls. As Tinguely has stated, “If we respect machines and enter into the spirit

of machines, we may be able to make a joyful machine, and by ‘joyful’ I mean

‘free’,” free of political, economic, and social constraints.522 While the “freedom”

of Tinguely’s machines undoubtedly contributed to the limited positive critical

response to his work, it also reveals a unique artistic approach to machines during

a period of great technological change. Forcing us to reconsider the role of

technology through the visual vocabulary of older industrial models, Tinguely’s

work offers a personal commentary on technology, not just an incorporation of

technological processes.

                                                
522 Hultén, Méta, 82.
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FIGURES

Figure 1: Jean Tinguely, Métamorphe IV, 1956, wood, metal, paint, pulleys,
rubber belt, electric motor, 63 x 58.5 x 23 cm, from Bischofberger,
Tinguely Catalogue Raisonné, 62. ” 2003 Artists Rights Society
(ARS), New York/ADAGP, Paris.
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Figure 2: Bruno Munari, Arrhythmic Machine, 1945, from Tanchis, Bruno
Munari: Design as Art, 35.
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Figure 3: Giacomo Balla, Sketches for Macchina Tipografico, 1914, from Taylor,
Futurism: Politics, Painting, and Performance, 43.



263

Figure 4: Jean Tinguely, Meta-Herbin, 1954, iron tripod, metal rods, wire, paint,
winding system, 120 x 40 x 40 cm, from Bischofberger, Tinguely
Catalogue Raisonné, 32. ” 2003 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New
York/ADAGP, Paris.
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Figure 5: Figurines from the Bauhaus marionette play The Adventures of the Little
Hunchback, c. 1924, from Greenberg, Performance Art, 110.
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Figure 6: Jean Tinguely, My Stars, Concert for Seven Pictures, 1958, wood,
metal, paint, electric motors, seven panels 50 x 50 cm each, from
Bischofberger, Tinguely Catalogue Raisonné, 87. ” 2003 Artists
Rights Society (ARS), New York/ADAGP, Paris.
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Figure 7: Luigi Russolo and assistant with intonarumoi, 1913, from Greenberg,
Performance Art, 19.
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Figure 8: Jean Tinguely, M.K. III, 1964, motorized painted steel, 36 1/4 x 82 1/2
in., from Hunter, Two Kinetic Sculptors, 54, 55. Above: still; below:
in motion. ” 2003 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New
York/ADAGP, Paris.



268

Figure 9: Pol Bury, 107 Balls of 6 Different Volumes, 1964, wood, paint, 31 1/2 x
23 5/8 x 8 6/8 in., from Ashton, Pol Bury, 35.
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Figure 10: George Rickey, Five Lines in Parallel Planes, 1965, stainless steel,
128 3/4 in. height, from Selz, Directions in Kinetic Sculpture, 56.
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Figure 11: Jesús-Raphael Soto, Métamorphose, 1954, wood and Plexiglas, 100.5
x 100.5 x 4.5 cm, from Ameline, Denise René, l’intrépide, 83.
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Figure 12: Jean Tinguely, Meta-Malevich, 1954, wood, metal, paint, electric
motor, from Hultén, Méta, 11. ” 2003 Artists Rights Society (ARS),
New York/ADAGP, Paris.
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Figure 13: Installation shots of Le Mouvement, Galerie Denise René, 1955, from
Le Mouvement, 8.
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Figure 14: Installation shots of Le Mouvement, Galerie Denise René, 1955, from
Le Mouvement, 9.
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Figure 15: Marcel Duchamp, Rotary Glass Plate (Precision Optics), 1920,
motorized construction, painted glass and metal, 47 1/2 x 40 x 72 1/2
in., from Hultén, The Machine, 103.
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Figure 16: Alexander Calder, Pantograph, 1933, painted wood, wire, sheet metal,
motor, 52 in. height, from Lipman, Calder’s Universe, 255. ” 2003
Estate of Alexander Calder/ Artists Rights Society (ARS), New
York.
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Figure 17: Marcel Duchamp, Bicycle Wheel, 1913/14, bicycle wheel and fork
mounted upside down on a kitchen stool painted white, original lost,
dimensions not recorded, from Schwartz, The Complete Works of
Marcel Duchamp, 364.
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Figure 18: Jean Tinguely, wire sculpture, 1955, wire, electric motor, from Hultén,
Méta, 45. ” 2003 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York/ADAGP,
Paris.
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Figure 19: Marcel Duchamp, examples of Rotoreliefs, 1935, color offset
lithography on cardboard, 7 7/8 in. diameter, from Schwartz, The
Complete Works of Marcel Duchamp, 402, 403. Top: Rotorelief No.
3, Lanterne chinoise, 1935; Bottom: Rotorelief No. 8: Cerceaux,
1935.
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Figure 20: Jean Tinguely and Yves Klein, Vitesse Pure, 1958, pigment and
synthetic binding agent on metal with electric motor, 15.5 cm, from
Szeemann, Tinguely’s Favorites: Yves Klein, 100. ” 2003 Artists
Rights Society (ARS), New York/ADAGP, Paris.
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Figure 21: Jean Tinguely and Yves Klein, Space Excavatress, 1958, pigment and
synthetic binding material with electric motor, 18 cm., from
Szeemann, Tinguely’s Favorites: Yves Klein, 102. ” 2003 Artists
Rights Society (ARS), New York/ADAGP, Paris.
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Figure 22: Jean Tinguely and Yves Klein, Space Excavatress, 1958, round
cardboard disc, white paint, iron and steel construction with electric
motor, 85 x 90 x 80 cm., from Szeemann, Tinguely’s Favorites: Yves
Klein, 103. ” 2003 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New
York/ADAGP, Paris.
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Figure 23: Jean Tinguely, meta-mechanical with drawing apparatus, 1955, from
Bischofberger, Jean Tinguely: Catalogue Raisonné, 47. ” 2003
Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York/ADAGP, Paris.
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Figure 24: Jean Tinguely, various models of meta-matic machines, 1959, from
Hultén, Méta, 89. ” 2003 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New
York/ADAGP, Paris.
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Figure 25: Marcel Duchamp operating Meta-matic No. 8 at Jean Tinguely’s
exhibition at Galerie Iris Clert, 1959, from Hultén, Méta, 93. ” 2003
Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York/ADAGP, Paris.
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Figure 26: Georges Mathieu, La bataille de Hastings, 1956, oil on canvas, 200 x
500 cm, from Quignon-Fleuret, Mathieu.
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Figure 27: George Mathieu demonstrating his painting technique in Osaka, Japan,
1957, from Munroe, Japanese Art After 1945, 95.
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Figure 28: Jean Tinguely, Meta-matic No. 17, 1959, metal, wire, rubber balloon,
rubber belts, gasoline engine, paint, 330 cm high, from Hultén, Méta,
101. ” 2003 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York/ADAGP,
Paris.
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Figure 29: Rendering of Raymond Roussel’s painting machine in Impressions
d’Afrique, from Ferry, L’Afrique des impressions, 100.
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Figure 30: Depiction of Raymond Roussel’s mosaic-making apparatus from
Locus Solus, from Carrouges, Les machines célibataires, 60.
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Figure 31: Akira Kanayama demonstrating his painting machine, c. 1957 (top);
Akira Kanayama, Work (Sakuhin), 1957, mixed media drawn by an
automatic device on vinyl, 71 x 109 1/4 in. (bottom); both from
Munroe, Japanese Art After 1945, 93, 109.



291

Figure 32: Giuseppe Pinto-Gallizio, Industrial Painting, 1958 (top); Giuseppe
Pinto-Gallizio, La Caverna dell’antimateria, Galleria Martano,
Torino, 1959 (bottom); both from Schimmel, Out of Actions, 48, 49.
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Figure 33: Jean Tinguely, performance at the Institute of Contemporary Art,
London, 1959, from Hultén, Méta, 112, 121. ” 2003 Artists Rights
Society (ARS), New York/ADAGP, Paris.
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Figure 34: Jean Tinguely, Homage to New York, 1960, Museum of Modern Art,
New York, from Hultén, Méta, 138, 142. ” 2003 Artists Rights
Society (ARS), New York/ADAGP, Paris.
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Figure 35: Jean Tinguely, Homage to New York, 1960, Museum of Modern Art,
New York, from Hultén, Méta, 148, 149. ” 2003 Artists Rights
Society (ARS), New York/ADAGP, Paris.
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Figure 36: Jean Tinguely, Section of Homage to New York, 1960, 203 x 75 x 223
cm., tricycle wheels, wood pulley, can, metal tubes and rods, electric
motor, painted white, Collection Museum of Modern Art, New York,
from Bischofberger, Tinguely Catalogue Raisonné, 114. ” 2003
Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York/ADAGP, Paris.
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Figure 37: Marcel Duchamp, L.H.O.O.Q., 1919, reproduction of Leonardo da
Vinci’s Mona Lisa with pencil, 7 3/4 x 4 7/8 in., from Schwartz, The
Complete Works of Marcel Duchamp, 377.
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Figure 38: Kurt Schwitters, Merz Picture with Rainbow, 1939, oil and wood on
plywood, 61 5/8 x 47 3/4 in., from Rubin, Dada, Surrealism, and
Their Heritage, 52.
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Figure 39: Marcel Duchamp, 3 Standard Stoppages, 1913-14, three pieces of
thread, each 100 cm. long, dropped from a height of one meter onto
canvas and glued in place; canvas cut into three strips each 47 1/4 x
5 1/4 in., glued to three glass panels, 49 3/8 x 7 3/16 in.,  from
Schwartz, The Complete Works of Marcel Duchamp, 346.
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Figure 40: Jean Tinguely, Le Chat Botté, 1959, 76.6 x 17.3 x 20 cm., steel sheet
and support, wires, paint, electric motor, Collection Museum of
Modern Art, New York, from Bischofberger, Tinguely Catalogue
Raisonné, 90. ” 2003 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New
York/ADAGP, Paris.

Note: The piece titled Stabilisation pour M. Duchamp is not illustrated in the
catalogue raisonné, but was part of the same series as this pictured
work.
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Figure 41: Jean Tinguely, Hommage à Duchamp, 1960, 160 cm. height, metal
scrap, bicycle wheel, car lamp, metal rods, cloth, stone pedestal,
electric motor, from Bischofberger, Tinguely Catalogue Raisonné,
123. ” 2003 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York/ADAGP,
Paris.
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Figure 42: Jean Tinguely, Duchamp Fridge, 1960, 110 x 80 x 50 cm., refrigerator,
iron wheels, metal rods, springs, wood pulleys, electric motor, light,
siren, from Bischofberger, Tinguely Catalogue Raisonné, 147. ”
2003 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York/ADAGP, Paris.
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Figure 43: Movement in Art, Moderna Museet, Stockholm, 1961, from Hultén,
Méta, 211.



303

Figure 44: Movement in Art, Moderna Museet, Stockholm, 1961, from Hultén,
Méta, 207.
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Figure 45: Jean Tinguely, Henri Bergson, 1988, 230 x 135 x 140 cm, from Jean
Tinguely Les Philosophes, 41. ” 2003 Artists Rights Society (ARS),
New York/ADAGP, Paris.
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Figure 46: Jean Tinguely, Max Stirner, 1988, from Jean Tinguely Les
Philosophes, 35. ” 2003 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New
York/ADAGP, Paris.
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Figure 47: Jean Tinguely, Study For an End of the World, No. 1, 1961, Louisiana
Museum, Denmark, from Hultén, Méta, 217. ” 2003 Artists Rights
Society (ARS), New York/ADAGP, Paris.
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Figure 48: Jean Tinguely, Study For an End of the World, No. 1, 1961, Louisiana
Museum, Denmark, from Hultén, Méta, 223-224. ” 2003 Artists
Rights Society (ARS), New York/ADAGP, Paris.
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Figure 49: Jean Tinguely, Sketches for Study For an End of the World, No. 1,
1961, Louisiana Museum, Denmark, from Hultén, Méta, 218-219. ”
2003 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York/ADAGP, Paris.
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Figure 50: Jean Tinguely, Study For an End of the World, No. 2, 1962, Nevada,
from Hultén, Méta, 234. ” 2003 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New
York/ADAGP, Paris.
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Figure 51: Jean Tinguely, Study For an End of the World, No. 2, 1962, Nevada,
from Hultén, Méta, 237, 240. ” 2003 Artists Rights Society (ARS),
New York/ADAGP, Paris.
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Figure 52: Yves Klein, Leap Into the Void, 1960, photograph, from Szeemann,
Jean Tinguely’s Favorites Yves Klein, 10.



312

Figure 53: Saburo Murakami, At One Moment Opening Six Holes, 1955, from
Schimmel, Out of Actions, 125.
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Figure 54: Gustav Metzger, South Bank Demonstration, London, 1961, from
Metzger, Gustav Metzger: ‘Damaged Nature, Auto-Destructive Art’,
61.
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Figure 55: Jean Tinguely, Dissecting Machine, 1965, mannequin, saws, drills, six
electric motors, paint, 185.5 x 188 x 200 cm, from Bischofberger,
Jean Tinguely Catalogue Raisonné, 243. ” 2003 Artists Rights
Society (ARS), New York/ADAGP, Paris.
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Figure 56: Jean Tinguely, Rotozaza II, 1967, performance at the Loeb Student
Center, New York, from Bischofberger, Jean Tinguely Catalogue
Raisonné, 284. ” 2003 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New
York/ADAGP, Paris.
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Figure 57: Jean Tinguely, Rotozaza I, 1967, iron bars, steel plates, wood and
metal wheels, rubber belts, metal tube, balls, and electric motor,
220x410x230 cm, from Bischofberger, Jean Tinguely Catalogue
Raisonné, 292. ” 2003 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New
York/ADAGP, Paris.
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Figure 58: Palace of Mechanic Arts, World’s Colombian Exhibition, 1893, from
Flinn, The Best Things to be Seen at the World’s Fair.
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Figure 59: Installation view of Machine Art, The Museum of Modern Art, New
York, from Machine Art, np.
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Figure 60: Jean Tinguely, Eureka, 1964,  iron bars, steel wheels, metal tubes,
wood wheels, metal pan, electric motors, paint, 780 x 660 x 410 cm,
from Bischofberger, Jean Tinguely Catalogue Raisonné, 236. ”
2003 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York/ADAGP, Paris.
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Figure 61: Agriculture pavilion at the Swiss National Exhibition, Lausanne, 1964,
from Graphis, 20 (September 1964): 381.
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Figure 62: Locomotion pavilion at the Swiss National Exhibition, Lausanne,
1964, from Graphis, 20 (September 1964): 385.
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Figure 63: Nicolas Schöffer, Chronos 6, 1964, steel, duraluminum, Plexiglas,
motor, 66 7/8 x 65 3/8 in., from Hunter, Two Kinetic Sculptors, 44.
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Figure 64: Nicolas Schöffer, Spatiodynamic Tower, 1961 (top); Forms and Lights
performance, 1961 (bottom); both from Habasque, Nicolas Schöffer,
44, 112.
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Figure 65: Cast of Construction of Boston, 1962, from Hultén, Niki de Saint-
Phalle, 48.
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Figure 66: Jean Tinguely, Tinguely Machine Mystery, 1965, from The Jewish
Museum Archives, New York.
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Figure 67: Jean Tinguely, Attila, 1963, four wood panels, mounted iron bars and
wheels, electric motor, paint, 320 x 488 cm, from Bischofberger,
Jean Tinguely Catalogue Raisonné, 224. ” 2003 Artists Rights
Society (ARS), New York/ADAGP, Paris.
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Figure 68: Jean Tinguely, May Fair, 1963, scrap, iron bell caps, four wheels,
electric motor, 107 x 71 x 24.5 cm, from Bischofberger, Jean
Tinguely Catalogue Raisonné, 220. ” 2003 Artists Rights Society
(ARS), New York/ADAGP, Paris.



328

Figure 69: Jean Tinguely, Odessa, 1963, scrap, forged iron, wheel, electric motor,
paint, 130 x 79 cm, from Bischofberger, Jean Tinguely Catalogue
Raisonné, 226. ” 2003 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New
York/ADAGP, Paris.
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Figure 70: Jean Dupuy and Ralph Martel, Heart Beats Dust, 1968, dust, plywood,
glass, light, electronic equipment, 7 x 2 x 2 feet, from Hultén, The
Machine, 200.
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Figure 71: Wen-Ying Tsai and Frank Turner, Cybernetic Sculpture, 1968,
multiple stainless steel units, each 9 ft. 4 in. x 20 in. diameter at
base; oscillator, stroboscopic lights, electronic equipment, from
Hultén, The Machine, 201.
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Figure 72: Nicolas Schöffer, CYSP I, 1956, steel and aluminum, motorized, 70 7/8
x 63 in., from Habasque, Nicolas Schöffer, 52.
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