


































































































































































































ful ideas-not "new" ideas, which are always abundant in New York, but 
truly powerful ideas! After Abstract Expressionism, Happenings, Color Field 
Painting, Pop Art, Minimalism, Earth Art and Conceptual Art, what do we 
find at the outset of the seventies but "Photo Realism" -hardly a movement 
worthy of monumental aesthetic proportions, but nevertheless a logical reac­
tion to the seriousness and inventiveness of previous decades; that is, the 
decades prior to Pluralism. One might also question the duration of the Pluralist 
era, as stated by Robins, from 1968-1981. Was it, in fact, an era? Or perhaps 
more of an opening, a widening of the riverbed, a delta of modernism, in 
which new styles, configurations, and ideas were given allowance to expand 
and develop, to fracture and specialize, beyond the quartering of a reductive 
avant-garde situated in the art of the sixties? 

I n Chapter 1, Robi ns quotes art critic Ki m Levi n as sayi ng: "The 19 70s has 
not been just another decade. Something did happen, something so momen­
tous that it was ignored in disbelief: modernity had gone out of style." While 
one may sympathize with the notion that modernism as a critical system of 
belief was vanquished by 1970, does that mean it took the age of modernity 
that long to phase itself out as well? 

Given the thematic structuring of Robins' book, the chronological 
development of the various tendencies described is a bit obscured. This is 
not to suggest that recent history can easily be situated in terms of its linearity­
a strictly hypothetical situation which doomed Modernity from its apogee, 
somewhere between La Belle Epoque and Picasso's Les Demoiselles 
d'Avignon- thus, credit must be given that Robins does not rationalize a suc­
cession of tendencies which, in fact, would prove opposite to the very open­
ness espoused by Pluralism. Still, the fact that 1981 is designated as the end 
of an era remains questionable. Why 1981 as opposed to say, 1978-the year 
of two major exhibitions, "The Bad Painting" show at The New Museum and 
the "New Image Painting" exhibition at the Whitney Museum of American 
Art? These are mentioned in passing but their significance in directing a shift 
from late formalism to neo-expressionism is not fully explicated. Later, in the 
final paragraph of the book, after a discussion of the work of German con­
ceptualist Joseph Beuys, Robins cites the German Expressionist exhibition at 
the Guggenheim Museum in 1981 as having an "enormous impact" on ex­
pressionist painting in New York; but the fact is that expressionist painting 
had already been well-grounded. If anything, the Guggenheim Exhibition 
seemed to neutralize the "revolutionary" aspect of the newer work by sug­
gesting that it had all been done before. Robins goes on to say: "In its em­
phasis on true feeling and real emotion, it was at the very opposite pole 
from the easy openness of Pluralism-which, in fact, may be why Pluralism 
began to seem unsatisfactory to many people." Is this to suggest that the art 
of the seventies avoided "true feeling and real emotion?" Still the biggest ques­
tion about Robins' thesis has to do with an accurate definition of Pluralism­
particularly in that she persists in spelling it with a capital "P." (Curiously, 
modernism is spelled with a small "m.") In the chapter called "SoHo and 
the Seventies," Robins makes two comments which allude to a definition . 
The first reads: "Pluralism, with its non-successive, non-heroic populist stance, 
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is, of course, the very opposite of modernism, and it seems to have arrived 
almost by default." And secondly: "Pluralism had a quasi-political character." 
Of the two statements, the second is the most provocative, yet it is also the 
most unclear. 

In Chapter 3, titled "Art and Politics," one would hope to get some answers 
as to why Pluralism had a " quasi-political character." The content of this 
chapter does not really penetrate the political structure of the art world, but 
it does try to distinguish between artists' statements directed toward the politics 
of the culture-at-Iarge and the mechanisms of the art world. Robins presents 
and chronicles some extremely vital issues-inequities to women, Black, and 
other minority artists-but fails to deliver much beyond identifying a few ar­
tists who fit these classifications and whose art doesn't fit neatly into other 
categories designated for the book. The discussions of these artists ' works is 
largely devoted to formal descriptions-with the welcome exception of Nan­
cy Spero whose feminist and humanist content transcends superficial discourse 
and reaches deep into the heart. The comments of the work of the brilliant 
sculptor Louise Bourgeois are somewhat annoying in that the Freudian con­
tent of her work is passed over much too hastily. Bourgeois was painting 
figurative expressionism decades before the current younger generation of 
neo-expressionists. Also, the psychological and expressive tendencies of her 
modular biomorphic sculpture are both powerful and incisive. 

The issue of an artist's sex has not ceased to become an issue, and Robins 
devotes a good portion of this chapter to a detailed account of how women 's 
organizations promoted this idea in the seventies. Even so, when an assess­
ment of an artist's efforts is made solely on the basis of sex, it does tend to 
undermine the true significance of exceptional artists such as Spero and 
Bourgeois. To identify the feminist movement with Pluralism is highly pro­
blematic, yet the connections are not altogether coincidental , as Robins 
points out. 

Over all, Pluralism is presented not as a political discourse, but a free-trade 
marketplace, a competitive arena where personal ities and quasi-pol itical 
maneuvering are the constituents. Such art world games are clearly within 
the purview of both men and women artists. Unquestionably, the male­
dominated curatorial structure in major museums and galleries did avoid con­
sidering the aesthetic and socio-political content of some important women 
artists during the seventies by not giving them adequate representation in major 
exhibitions. This issue is also related to the hiring of women faculty in col­
lege art departments, particularly in the studio area, where women students 
often comprise the majority of undergraduates. 

The problem of male dominance in these areas is fundamentally a psycho­
cultural one. When this is transferred to an art world microcosm, however, 
it is best to speak of it in less general and more specific terms. Lack of represen­
tation of women artists is the result of specific "political " propensities en­
joyed by a specific power structure which is then issued in the form of im­
plicit sexual biases. To discuss the question of art and politics in the seven­
ties would be to analyze this power structure and to disclose the specific 
motives which have led to its discriminatory policies. 
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Ironically, one of the major movements of womens' art during the 
seventies-namely, the feminist performance movement in California-is not 
even cited in the book. Given the recent documentation and chronologies 
of some of these events in books by Moira Roth (The Amazing Decade, Astro 
Artz, 1983) and Lucy R. Lippard (Get the Message?, Dutton, 1984), it is dif­
ficult to see this exclusion of information as an oversight. Once again, the 
kind of work discussed in Chapter 8, "Photography, Art, and Performance," 
emphasizes more formalist-oriented art, such as the bifurcated photographs 
of Eve Sonneman or the photographed installations of Sandy Skoglund, rather 
than artists whose work signifies more explicit political issues concerning the 
rights of women. In this category there are numerous artists as well as some 
very important individual works by women which could have been cited. 
Given the press coverage, both critical and sensational, of these performance 
events during the seventies, it is remarkable that such a small segment of the 
book would be devoted to these rather prominent intermedia activities. 
Tremendous leaps were made in both photography and video which brought 
art audiences to the attention of these media in a manner much differently 
than in previous decades. Robins mentions that the "Bad Painting" exhibi­
tion at The New Museum included the photographs of William Wegman, but 
does not seem willing to explore the ramifications of this choice beyond the 
reluctance of the show's curator to make categorical sense of it. The role of 
Conceptualists in bringing photography into the art gallery circuit is not an 
insignificant shift of priorities. The importance of a gallery, such as 
Marlborough, deciding to exhibit the work of Richard Avedon was an impor­
tant seventies breakthrough. The decision of the Museum of Modern Art to 
show color photographs by William Eggleston is also important. Neither of 
these exhibitions is mentioned in the book. 

There are some difficulties and inaccuracies related to the chapter on Con­
ceptual Art which indicate a more journalistic attitude toward the genre rather 
than a penetrating retrospective overview. In keeping with the reportage of 
the period between 1968-1972, the hey-day of American Conceptualism, the 
coverage was often more surreptitious than ontologically engaging; the in­
ability of most critics to understand the Conceptual movement as the most 
definitive break from Modernism-in fact, a viable alternative to Modernist 
aesthetics with its own set of criteria-was the great failure of American 
criticism during this period. The nonchalant defensiveness used to avoid these 
issues during the hey-day is unfortunately echoed in the neutral, non-committal 
manner of presentation . As for inaccuracies, Douglas Huebler was not born 
in 1942, but in 1924-again, hardly a petty distinction. Considering that 
Huebler was well into his forties when he shifted his thinking from construc­
tivist sculpture to conceptual systems is not incidental, especially when one 
considers the major impact that this artist's work has had not only among 
visual artists but photographers as well. 

John Baldessari's commitment as an educator and influence on a whole 
generation of so-called "post-Modernist" image-makers is another point that 
deserves more serious investigation. The notion of image-appropriation or 
"quotation" which has been a hallmark of mid-eighties, East Village art, in-
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directly inspired by such artists as David Salle and Robert Longo, had its genesis 
somewhere in the conceptual image-systems (also appropriated) of John 
Baldessari. It was at the California Institute of the Arts where Baldessari began 
teaching in 1970, after leaving the University of California at San Diego, where 
the concept of a "Post-Studio" program in art really achieved its impact. 

The Xerox Book, sponsored by Seth Siegelaub and Jack Wendler in 1968, 
printed in an edition of 1000, was not a work "which consisted of several 
artists' proposals," but a work of seven original artworks in a xerox format 
by seven artists who were each given 50 pages to execute their ideas. The 
British group, "Art and Language," from Coventry, England, did not initially 
publish Joseph Kosuth 's essays, "Art After Philosophy, Parts I and II," but in­
stead published his "Introduction by the American Editor" in the second 
volume of the journal Art-Language in 1970. 

How Brice Marden's "minimal" paintings can be discussed without some 
reference to Barnet Newman is an omission difficult to grasp. The inclusion 
of a reference to Deborah Butterfield's marvelous "stick" horses in the mid­
dle of a discussion on the paintings of Susan Rothenberg would appear more 
a syntactical error than a simplistic analogy based solely on the revival of 
animal subject matter in making art. In terms of their intentions, the two ar­
tists appear on very divergent strata. 

There are some interesting strengths about The Pluralist Era, one of which 
is the chapter titled "Earth Sculptures, Site Works, and Installations." In general, 
Robins' careful balance between the biographical and narrative descriptions 
of those works which she has chosen to write about is coherent, committed 
and reflective. In another chapter, there is an excellent discussion on the in­
novative painting installations of Sam Gilliam, a Washington, D.C. artist, 
whose contribution to the expanded context of painting paved the way for 
such artists as Judy Pfaff and a whole flock of "Decorative" artists. There is 
also a fine statement on another underrated painter, Milton Resnick, whose 
"purist" style evokes attention to the textural continuity and sensuality of sur­
face. Robins does not, however, distinguish between Resnick's Purism and 
the earlier Swiss/French style of painting, invented by Le Corbusier and Ozen­
fant, which carries the same name. 

The Pluralist Era is a problematic title. Although unstated, it suggests 
something of a passageway between the aesthetics of Modernism and post­
Modernism (although on page 1, Robins suggests that Pluralism and post­
Modernism are terms interchangeably used to signify the same thing) . It is 
unclear whether Pluralism is an open-ended ideology or a non-ideology. If 
it declares itself a non-ideology then the burden of ideological association 
is entirely contingent upon the manipulations of the marketplace. Where there 
is no discussion of theoretical concerns, one might assume that Pluralism 
represents a system of reportage which simply transcribes a disparity of ar­
tists' styles as they come flooding into New York galleries and museums. 
Where there is no hegemony based on real critical significance, all art is sub­
sumed to exist on the same level as if consciousness somehow was unimpor­
tant to the way we think and perceive. 

Caught between the throes of the inscrutable formalist diatribes published 
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in Artforum through 1978 and the placating vengeance of journalistic tabloids 
in SoHo, Pluralist "criticism" seemed in lugubrious, if not dire straits. Although 
Robins identifies the presence of criticism in The Pluralist Era, she does not 
explore the role of criticism sufficiently nor does she adequately identify those 
critics who associated their names with Pluralism and in some cases have 
taken credit for the invention of the term. One might consider that the era­
indeed, the entire concept-of Pluralism represented the fracture of criticism, 
occasionally offset by some dogmatic density to assure its constituents that 
they were on the right track. Modernism may have ended in 1968, but the 
formalist posture continued to thrive compulsively until the rejuvenation of 
an expressionist aesthetic forced it underground in the early 1980s. 

In the closing passage of the book, Robins appropriately quotes a rather 
insightful comment made by the painter/photographer Chuck Close: "The 
seventies was a period nobody much liked, but the artists." What The Pluralist 
Era emphatically lacks is a contextual view of the work under discussion in 
relation to its support structure. At the time, this kind of discussion may have 
seemed superfluous and irrelevant; but in retrospect, it is not. If anything, 
Pluralism needs demystification, not more of the same rehashing of events 
as if, in themselves, they vindicated the basis of accepted beliefs about specific 
works. An alternative approach, at this juncture, might be to consider Pluralism 
as a convenient strategy for expanding the marketplace, through more adept 
publicity and advertising, thus contributing to the monstrous inflation of con­
temporary art. 
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