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INTRODUCTION
This thesis explores and defines the term “Occult Conceptualism.” The term questions
past models for Conceptual Art, in particular those rooted in Benjamin H. D. Buchloh’s 1990
text, “Conceptual Art 1962–1969: From the Aesthetic of Administration to the Critique of
Institutions,” and Joseph Kosuth’s safeguarding of Conceptual Art in part two of his text “Art
after Philosophy,” in which a number of artists (John Baldessari, Douglas Huebler, amongst
others) are excluded from his canon. Arguing for a new approach to certain strains of
conceptualism, this paper refutes the perspective that the conceptual movement was grounded
only in theoretical and rationalist thought, by examining artists and works steeped in mysticism
and intuition, aspects that have historically been considered to be outside the canon of
Conceptual Art.
The term Conceptual Art is historically specific and bounded; art historians
typically use it to refer to a particular New York- and London-based discourse and group of
artists. The term “conceptualism” is used to challenge the narrative that offers the narrowly
defined historical movement of Conceptual Art to which Buchloh refers as an origin point for
methods of working that eventually led to a global movement of artists. This thesis instead
follows a way of thinking similar to the Queens Museum’s 1999 exhibition Global
Conceptualism, which offered a decentered history of conceptual practices developing
simultaneously around the world. This methodology uses the label conceptualism to describe a
broad questioning of the fundamental ideas of what art is or could be, often through the use of
language and de-emphasizing the visual or physical object, questioning the existing institutional
structure and its workings, examining alternatives to the gallery or museum as an exhibition
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space, as well as addressing political and economic concerns in a broader context, outside of the
United States.
Conceptualism encompasses many stylistic traits, and a variety of materials and content.
Early Conceptual Art in the United States is frequently associated with what Lucy Lippard
termed the dematerialization of the art object, the result of turning to language- and idea-based
art. Outside of the United States, particularly in countries under socialist conditions as in Eastern
Europe or oppressive regimes as in Latin America, such conceptualist strategies had more
political significance, engaging in a larger social discourse, redefining the scope of what art
could be. Occult Conceptualism, a term originating here, occupies its own territory, covers
neither under the canonical category of Conceptual Art nor within the political-social resonances
of “Global Conceptualism.” While still engaging in language and thought, Occult Conceptualism
diverges from empirical knowledge, using mysticism and esoteric ideas, intuition, transcendence,
the intangible, and the invisible in its framework; it exists in opposition to linear notions of
history, drawing equally upon ancient, archaic, and modern sources.
This paper analyzes the work of artists David Askevold (1940–2008), Yutaka Matsuzawa
(1922–2006), and Stanley Brouwn (1935–2017) as prime examples of Occult Conceptualism.
Specific works by the three artists are being examined to support these ideas, as their shared
context of Art & Project gallery in Amsterdam, and a selection of works by a broader scene of
related artists. By arguing for the importance of these figures who have been peripheral to
mainstream art history, and offering the new lens of Occult Conceptualism, this paper aims to
broaden our understanding of the boundaries between conceptual practices, standing against
rationalist, systematic ideas as the basis of the Conceptual Art movement.

2

CHAPTER 1:
Origins of Conceptual Art:
“Concept Art” was first coined in 1961 by artist and musician Henry Flynt and was first
published in a text by that title in La Monte Young’s An Anthology, 1963. Flynt’s text highlights
the use of “concepts” as material—using language and other art forms such as music and
mathematics. According to an interview with Benjamin H.D. Buchloh, early participants of
Conceptual Art—Robert Barry, Joseph Kosuth and Lawrence Weiner, amongst others, denied
any historical connection to Flynt or an understanding of Fluxus, as they themselves sought to
name the origins and objective of the movement. The term “Conceptual Art” was first used to
refer to the movement in 1967, in Sol LeWitt’s “Paragraphs on Conceptual Art.” According to
LeWitt, “In conceptual art the idea or concept is the most important aspect of the work. When
an artist uses a conceptual form of art, it means that all the planning and decisions are made
beforehand and the execution is a perfunctory affair.”1 Buchloh similarly argues in his
canonical essay “Conceptual Art 1962–1969: From the Aesthetic of Administration to the
Critique of Institutions,” “the movement proposed to replace the object of spatial and perceptual
experience by linguistic definition alone (the work as analytic proposition), it thus constituted the
most consequential assault on the status of that object: its vitality, its commodity status, and its
form of distribution.”2 He affirms that Conceptual Art questioned the production and values of
art, thereby eliminating any visual or aesthetic form, holding theoretical knowledge in the
highest regard. The movement was a rigorous critique of conventional representation, denying
the viewer visual and aesthetic pleasure, and leaning particularly toward the bureaucratic form of

Sol LeWitt , “Paragraphs on Conceptual Art,” Artforum, vol. 5, No. 10 (Summer 1967): 79-83.
Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, “Conceptual Art 1962- 1969: From the Aesthetic of Administration to the Critique of
Institutions,” October, Vol 55 (Winter, 1990): 107.
1
2
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charts and graphs. Additionally, Conceptual Art denies the institution and the collector a
collectable work of art, in the conventional sense of a painting and sculpture. However, by 1979,
Conceptual Art was being revalued institutionally and rather than disappearing, its ideas were
seeping into a broader consciousness, becoming a part of contemporary artistic production and
practices.
As Buchloh also notes, early Conceptual Art in New York derived in part from the ideas
advanced by Minimalism, which emerged during the same period. If both movements used the
reduction of aesthetic value to challenge how art was being made and viewed, Conceptual Art
split in another direction, focusing on the dissemination of an idea while dismantling the
representation of any object. Eventually, Conceptual Art developed to take the form of
information, serialism, legal documentation, photography and ultimately the cancelling of
production quality and the deskilling of the artist.
Key figures of Conceptual Art, such as Joseph Kosuth, Dan Graham, Mel Bochner, and
Sol LeWitt all made clear ties to Minimal art in their initial definitions of the term. Early on,
Kosuth cites Donald Judd as an influence in the essay “Art After Philosophy,” wherein Kosuth
uses Judd’s statements: “Half or more of the best new work in the last few years has been neither
painting nor sculpture,” and “Everything sculpture has, my work doesn’t.”3 He uses these
statements, along with texts by Ludwig Wittgenstein, to bolster his ideology, while
contextualizing his work within Conceptual Art. Dan Graham recognizes Dan Flavin and Sol
LeWitt as influences, with an essay in 1967 titled “Two Structures: Sol LeWitt” and an essay in

Kosuth, Joseph, “Art After Philosophy,” in Alberro and Blake Stimson, eds. Conceptual Art: A Critical Anthology.
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1999.
3
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Flavin’s 1967 Museum of Contemporary Art in Chicago catalogue. Some of Graham’s early
works bear this close relationship, including Homes for America, 1966, which draws parallels
between the suburban landscape of homes and that of serialism in Minimalism. The piece is also
an instance of the artwork taking a publication or magazine as its site (as it was first published in
Arts Magazine in 1966)—an approach that would become known as a classic conceptualist
strategy.
Mel Bochner also claimed direct connections to Flavin, naming a text-based work after
him—Less is Less (for Dan Flavin), 1966—and including him in an exhibition-cum-artwork he
organized the same year at the School of Visual Arts, Working Drawings and Other Visible
Thing on Paper Not Necessarily Meant to be Viewed as Art. This show included Minimal and
Conceptual artists’ drawings, ephemera, and documents, collated into four loose-leaf binders
placed on pedestals within the exhibition space. The gallerist Seth Siegelaub took the idea a step
further, making the first exhibition in the form of a book, with his Xerox Book, 1968. Presenting
works—not representations of artworks, in other words, but the artworks themselves—by Carl
Andre, Robert Barry, Douglas Huebler, Joseph Kosuth, Sol LeWitt, Robert Morris and Lawrence
Weiner on the pages of a (Xeroxed) book, Siegelaub took the exhibition outside of the
conventional gallery setting, making the catalogue itself into the exhibition. This resulted in a
new standard for unconventional modes of viewing and distributing art.
As the movement progressed and evolved, the tautological and imaginative limitations of
the genre became increasingly apparent, as seen in Kosuth’s lofty writings:
Art before the modern period is as much art as Neanderthal man is man. It is for this
reason that around the same time I replaced the term ‘work’ for art proposition. Because
a conceptual work of art in the traditional sense is a contradiction in terms…If one
considers that the forms art takes as being art’s language one can realize then that a work
of art is a kind of proposition presented within the context of art as a comment on art. An
analysis of proposition types shows art “works” as analytic propositions. Works of art
5

that try to tell us something about the world are bound to fail… The absence of reality in
art is exactly art’s reality.4
It became obvious that Kosuth’s parameters for Conceptual Art posed problems; a certain
dead end is implied in the format of his theoretical and logical statements which were often seen
as self-referential, leaving the works narrow and closed, with little room for interpretation.
Buchloh’s text is thus dismissive of artists and those associated early on with Conceptual art, in
particular Kosuth, because of the tautological and circular nature of his work, as well as its
philosophical idealism.5 He closes his text with Conceptual Art’s “emphasis on empiricism and
skepticism with regard to all utopian vision,”6 signifying the devaluation of skill and dismantling
representation through industrialization, with which he purports to be the evolution of the
Enlightenment. He asserts that Conceptual Art was a movement that suspended production and
the commodification of an art object, only temporarily (according to Buchloh, the movement
ends in 1975), and what came afterwards was the fervor of the return to painting and sculpture,
in the period that followed and into today. However, as Luis Camnitzer, Jane Farver, and Rachel
Weiss emphasized in their 1999 exhibition “Global Conceptualism,” conceptualism in its wider,
decentralized sense continued to exist in other parts of the world—Europe, Latin America, Japan
and Asia. Artists exploring other practices were less confined to the self-restricted parameters
and dogmatism faced by their early Conceptual Art counterparts. One of the few universal
movements with a broader context, conceptualism allows artists globally to question ideas
regarding the creation of the art object, the way it integrated into the institution and economies,
addressing social, cultural and political issues. This broader methodology opened and explored
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Joseph Kosuth, Sixth Investigation 1969 Proposition 14 (Cologne: Gerd de Vries, 1971), n.p.
Buchloh however is supportive of a skeptical critique of idealism in the work of artists like Ruscha – his
administrators.
6
Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, “Conceptual Art 1962- 1969: From the Aesthetic of Administration to the Critique of
Institutions,” October, Vol 55 (Winter, 1990): 141.
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new perspectives of seeing and understanding, revealing a new overview and history to this
movement. The introduction of the notion of Occult Conceptualism comes from a similar
intention to open up the field of conceptual practices, though in such a way that reaches new
psychological, spiritual, and spatiotemporal dimensions.
The broader context of conceptualism did not end in 1975, as Buchloh purports. Instead,
conceptual approaches extend to a much larger scale that Buchloh failed to address, lacking an
acknowledgement for artists working on the periphery, and disregarding alternate systems and
discussions outside of a Western philosophical and predominantly white male perspective that is
steeped in scientific rationality. Occult Conceptualism, by contrast, encompasses and represents
a platform for exploration and inclusivity, with an international reach, and offers a counterpoint
to a solely Western hegemony.

7

CHAPTER 2:
Mysticism and Occult Conceptualism
“Conceptual artists are mystics rather than rationalists. They leap to conclusions that logic
cannot reach.” 1969, Sol LeWitt.7
The word “occult” generally means the unknown or hidden. In today’s vocabulary, the
occult encompasses a range of practices and ideas, touching upon spiritualism and mysticism,
esoteric beliefs, the supernatural, and the realms of intuition or non-empirical, unscientific
knowledge and experience. In the 16th century, the occult sciences referred to astrology, alchemy
and natural magic, and it was much later in 19th century France that the word occultism was
introduced into the English language through Helena Blavatsky and the spiritual tradition of
Theosophy.
By the 1960s, the occult was returning into public consciousness, through a resurgence of
new research and writing from historians and intellectuals on the topic that validated the genre.
The Morning of the Magicians, a popular book of the period by Louis Pauwels and Jacques
Bergier, for instance, traced the history of the occult with supporting scientific evidence, arguing
that “we are living in a time when science, at its highest power, has entered the spiritual Universe
and has transformed the mind of the observer himself, raising it to a plane which is no longer that
of scientific intelligence, now proved to be inadequate.”8 In Colin Wilson’s classic 1971 book
The Occult: A History, he connects a non-linear history of magic and myth through the beginning
of civilization, referencing literature, poetry, art and music, as ways to make sense of the

Sol Lewitt’s, “Sentences on Conceptual Art,” 0-9 (1969), 3.
Louis Pauwels and Jacques Bergier, The Morning of the Magicians: Secret Societies, Conspiracies, and Vanished
Civilizations (Rochester: Destiny Books, 2009), 32.
7
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universe and its broader significance. He cites intuition and imagination as a means to provide an
understanding and truth of the universe around us. Wilson cites cybernetician Dr. David Foster’s
belief that we are at “the beginning of a new epoch in human knowledge, for science will cease
to be the investigation of accident and become a search for meaning. The universe is a
construction of waves and vibrations whose inner content is ‘meaning,’ presenting a picture of
the universe that has room for occult phenomena as well as atomic physics.”9
In the West, the occult historically existed underground, in countercultural circles, on the
fringe of society, and as an alternative to organized religion. In contrast, in East and Southeast
Asian cultures mysticism is part of everyday thought and philosophy, embedded in the cultural
framework where ideas are freely discussed. Often within Eastern religion, an esoteric branch of
mysticism co-exists in tandem with its more mainstream counterpart. By the mid-twentieth
century, Eastern philosophies, esoteric ideas, and openness to other modes of thought were being
explored in US and Western European mainstream cultures—and this was at a height during the
countercultural moment in which conceptualism was also taking root. Alternative ways of
thinking would seep into consciousness and into mainstream American pop culture, and these
ideas were reflected in conceptual practices. Occult Conceptualism combines these esoteric
ideas, transcendence, para-normal and the mystical with the recognizable tenets of “official”
Conceptual art practices—idea-based works, linguistics and language, information, structure and
systems. In Occult Conceptualism, the work is about the unknown, the constructing of the work
is about the ambiguity of “not knowing”, and therefore it is difficult to define and fully
understand the work, whereas in typical Conceptual Art the work is based on epistemology and
determining conclusions.

9

Colin Wilson, The Occult (New York: Vintage Books, 1973), 29.
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In the early conceptualism of Sol LeWitt, however, a similar tension between the rational
and irrational was present. Alexander Alberro, in anthologizing the movement of Conceptual Art
in the late 1990s, distinguished LeWitt’s model from that of Kosuth, arguing that LeWitt’s was
not predicated entirely on rational thinking, and was left more open to a multiplicity of
interpretations.10 As such, LeWitt provides an important bridge to Occult Conceptualism, though
he would personally never go so far as to enter this realm. LeWitt’s second text, “Sentences on
Conceptual Art,” 1969, begins with: “1. Conceptual artists are mystics rather than rationalists.
They leap to conclusions that logic cannot reach.”11 LeWitt’s open philosophy is in contrast to
the reductive ideas of the early conceptualists and acknowledges a higher form of intuition in
order to access information, recognizing through these ideas that other modes of communication
are being channeled through the artist. It is also worth considering that although LeWitt’s work
does not deal with the occult in an obvious and literal way, he does acknowledge the importance
of intuition in the creation of art and recognizes that it cannot be quantifiable. In “Paragraphs,”
he writes that Conceptual art is “not theoretical or illustrative of theories; it is intuitive, it is
involved with all types of mental processes and it is purposeless… Ideas are discovered by
intuition.”12 Yet intuition need not be mystical or supernatural, it is, as Plato defined it and thus
as the Western European tradition understands it, a way of knowing rather than of un-knowing.13
However just like mystics and intuition, the nature of artistic practice in general or LeWitt’s
artistic practice illustrates the ambiguity of perception, both indicating numerous possibilities in
its creation as well as its reception. Additionally, any factual information from the viewer’s

Alberro, Alexander, “Reconsidering Conceptual Art, 1966–1977,” in Alberro and Blake Stimson, eds. Conceptual
Art: A Critical Anthology. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1999, xx.
11
Sol Lewitt’s, “Sentences on Conceptual Art,” 0-9 (1969), 3.
12
Sol LeWitt, “Paragraphs on Conceptual Art,” Artforum, vol. 5, No. 10 (Summer 1967), 79.
13
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/intuition/
10
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perspective or, from one person’s perspective can also appear “mystical” to someone else, based
on personal projection and one’s experiential sense of reality.
Early on, Marcel Duchamp (1887–1968) was influential to the artists of the 1960s
globally. In Marcel Duchamp, Notes, 1980, published posthumously, his koan14-like writings on
infrathin (inframince in French) can be viewed as an insight into ideas on duality, alchemy and
the passage through states, alternate realities, space and dimensions. According to Duchamp, the
term infrathin could not be defined, yet examples can allude to the nature of an infrathin. He
gives almost fifty examples, some include:
1.The warmth of a seat (which has just/been left) is infra-thin
2.Semblance/ Similarity/ The same (mass production)/ practical approximation of
similarity. In time the same object is not the same after a 1 second interval/ Relations
with the identity principle?
3.The difference/(dimensional) between 2 mass produced objects (from the same mold) is
an infrathin/ when the maximum precision is obtained.
4.When the tobacco smoke smells also of the mouth which exhales it, the 2 odors are
married by infrathin.15
Based on these examples, the descriptions nod to an interstitial space, the smallest
distance between points, existing in in-between states, which are not perceivable to the eye. One
can also speculate the trace left by absence, an energy that remains in the void. As one reads
Duchamp’s long list of fragmented descriptions these connections between ideas start to
materialize. Like Duchamp’s work at large, the notion of the infrathin is full of ambiguities and
open to possibilities. Duchamp neither agrees nor disagrees with a specific meaning. However, in

14

A riddle or anecdote told by the Zen Master to a student, which often does not have an answer, or an answer is
derived from non-rational thought.
15
Pontus Hulten and Paul Matisse, ed. and trans., Marcel Duchamp, Notes (Paris: Centre National D’Art Et De
Culture Georges Pompidou, 1980), n.p.
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an anecdote recalling a brief encounter with Duchamp, Robert Smithson (1938–1973) noted, “I
met Duchamp once, in 1963, at the Cordier Ekstrom Gallery in New York. I said just one thing
to him; I said, ‘I see you are into alchemy.’ And he said, ‘Yes!’”16
Duchamp’s receptiveness to the interpretation of his work originated from his interest in
the theoretical writings of Henri Poincaré, which stated “the laws believed to govern matter were
created solely by the minds that ‘understood’ them and that no theory could be considered ‘true.’
The things themselves are not what science can reach…, but only the relations between things.
Outside of these relations there is no knowable reality.”17 Based on the influence of Poincaré’s
writings, “Duchamp tolerated any interpretation of his art by regarding it as the creation of the
person who formulated it, not as truth.”18 This can be seen in the voluminous scholarship and
writings on Duchamp. Additionally, it is worth noting that nearly every Conceptual artist
references Duchamp when defining their own practice, even Kosuth. In “Art after Philosophy”
he writes that the meaning of language can be explained through visual art and asserts Duchamp
as crucial for the development of modern art in its transition from visual aesthetics to the
development of ideas.
Specifically focusing on the practice of David Askevold, Yutaka Matsuzawa, and Stanley
Brouwn within the framework of Occult Conceptualism, this paper will show that each artist
uses their own language to navigate the logical structure of 1960s conceptualism, while applying
a different approach, one that puts mysticism at the center of their concerns. Whereas Conceptual
Art is thought of as a reduction of form and the clarifying of ideas, these artists’ work is based on

Maurice Tuchman, The Spiritual in Art: Abstract Painting 1890 – 1985 (New York: Abbeville Press Publishers,
1986), 269; quoted in Moira Roth, “Robert Smithson on Duchamp: An Interview,” Artforum 12, no. 2 (1973): 47.
17
Henri Poincaré, Science and Hypothesis (London: Walter Scott Publishing, 1902), xxiv.
18
Janis Mink, Marcel Duchamp: 1887-1968; Art as Anti-Art (Köln: Taschen Verlag, 2000).
16
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the acceptance of the unknown. By creating work that is rooted in not knowing, they effectively
doubly marginalize their practices, since it is difficult to fully grasp and understand the full scope
and ideas within their oeuvre, and therefore difficult to historicize them within an academic
context.
Askevold, Matsuzawa, and Brouwn are less interested in carrying out administrative
processes, or “the aesthetics of administration” that Buchloh claims as the basis of Conceptual
Art. Language is the primary conveyor of their work, however, the ideas that they mobilize are
less concrete, touching on symbolism, theosophy and spirituality, the metaphysical and
intangible. Much like Duchamp, these artists work with a certain level of irreducibility and
perhaps cannot be fully defined within language. Their work transmits information but does not
prescribe a directive or established meaning for the viewer to take away.
Askevold’s work exists as a feeling; language rarely correlates with the images presented,
constantly existing in a state of confusion. His work is deliberately estranged and aesthetically
difficult to pinpoint. The immateriality of Matsuzawa’s contemplative work is individual to each
viewer’s visualization, while Brouwn eschews all interviews and explanation of his work
entirely. Brouwn’s approach allows meaning to surface from the work in such a way that is
beyond the artist’s grasp, rather than having the form and meaning be dictated and predetermined. Matsuzawa’s practice deals with an anti-materialism, utilizing meditation guides and
visualizations in the mind to supersede any material form. Matsuzawa and Brouwn both employ
a limited and reduced use of the image, with the invisible as an underlying force; and both utilize
the Asian concept of MA (Japanese)/ Wu (Chinese), which can be roughly translated or
simplified as an emptiness or void, filled with energy. Most noticeable is Matsuzawa’s recurring
Buddhist-influenced theme of the void and nothingness, with his use of the mandala structure in
13

earlier works and in later pieces his reliance on the viewer’s imagination to complete the work.
Ma has been mentioned often in relation to the blank space or the whiteness of a page—“Make
this page a profound and mysterious ray. Ma

. What is

?”19 Brouwn’s work deals with a

similar absence and the dissolution of self, time, and space. In Askevold’s work, where the
image is visible (since he often uses photography and film/video in his work), he operates within
a less linear narrative, creating artworks that are difficult to grasp in their intention. Motifs that
range from primordial and supernatural references to fire and symbolic creatures, to spectral and
unearthly realms, recur throughout his work. Together, these three artists provide foundational
examples of artworks within the broad term Occult Conceptualism.

19

Catechism art, yutaka matsuzawa, art & project pamphlet, page 9 text. 1973
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CHAPTER 3:
David Askevold: Esoteric Rituals and Paranormal Events

In a solo exhibition at Jancar/Kuhlenschmidt Gallery in 1981, David Askevold referenced
the now obscure Symbolist painter Jean Delville (1867- 1953) in his photo-installation,
Delville’s Visit. In this work, Askevold installed a reproduction of Delville’s painting Les
Trésors de Satan,1895 in the entrance of the gallery (Figure 1). An intense painting of an
underwater hell depicts Satan with wild octopus tentacles, ensnaring a mass of reclining nude
figures in a dream-like state. These figures are entrapped by materialism and earthy desires,
within a coral reef scene of gems and treasures, in a lower level of spiritual development. The
acidic and glowing colors of the sensual bodies of male and female nudes in the painting are
decadent and decorative. The painting, characteristic of a certain strain of Symbolism at the time,
presents a metaphor for the material abyss, with the entangled figures being the treasure of Satan.
Delville’s allegorical paintings synthesize his esoteric and aesthetic ideals, which were intended
to be intelligible to the initiated and those who understood his views.
Delville was initially affiliated with the Symbolist painters associated with the Salon de
la Rose + Croix in Paris, founded by Joséphin Péladan (1859- 1918). The work of this group,
which lasted approximately five years (1892–1897), was characterized by sinuous lines with
elongated figures, and mystical and visionary imagery depicting the spiritual doctrines of the
group. The artists within Rose + Croix were highly influenced by the occult, esoteric Catholic
practices, and Eastern mysticism, and aimed to transcend the material life to attain a spiritual life.
The group used symbols to convey these ideas, relying on the intuitive, imaginary, and the
spiritual to communicate their beliefs.
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By 1895, Delville was moving away from the group and was becoming interested in
Theosophy. A year later, in 1896, he stopped contributing to the Rose + Croix exhibitions and
started the Salons d’Art Idéaliste in Brussels, which encompassed his own spiritual and aesthetic
vision of a hierarchy, “consisting of three worlds: the natural, the astral (or spiritual) and the
divine, into which the material and metaphysical orders of reality are resolved.”20 He references
“Astral Light,” a theory advanced by Eliphas Lévi that was popular among occultists of the
period, referring to an “energy-matter,” a life force that permeates the universe. This energy can
be accessed only by the initiated, in ways that seem to resemble Eastern thoughts on energy.
In Deville’s Visit, behind the reproduction of Les Trésors de Satan, Askevold created an
installation of the duality of the sacred and profane within these worlds, in response to Deville’s
work. According to Howard Singerman’s review of the exhibition in Artforum, the installation
was situated in a room with two complementary walls, one painted in black and the other white,
each representing a different interpretation of Delville’s hell:
On the doorway of one of the walls, which is painted black, are two indecipherable
photographs. The colors are cool and water sparkles on skin, quoting colors and motifs
from Satan’s Treasure – while on the opposing white wall, a single print with hot orange
flames rise from a murky grey ground. On the adjacent wall, a montage of images taken
from advertisements, include a monkey’s head, a diamond ring held between two fingers
and a printed scarf sprinkled with costume jewelry, forming an X formation.21
Although the connections between the two artists’ works may not be visually explicit,
understanding Delville’s ideas creates an opening into Askevold’s work. Much like the
Symbolists, Askevold’s appropriations of luxury advertisements could be understood as a
modern-day critique, not unlike that of the Pictures Generation artists showing at the same
gallery at that time. Askevold’s circle included John Baldessari, Douglas Huebler and Mike
20
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Kelley, all of whose work existed in tandem with the Pictures Generation artists but was also a
seemingly weirder and eccentric counterpart to the ideas of the New York based Conceptual Art.
By using these advertisements in his work, Askevold appears to be commenting on
luxury commodities and art, and their status in society. He juxtaposes these extremities of
opulence with that of Deville’s painting of Satan’s lair, both being an over-the-top theatrical,
stylized hell. An open-ended nod to mysticism and an adoption of their individual ideas, are
found in the ambiguities and enigmatic nature of both artists’ practice, and this mysteriousness
within the work possibly alludes to a higher reality over materialism. This esoteric space is the
realm that Askevold’s expansive work attempted to explore.
Beginning in the 1920s, and well before Askevold’s time in Los Angeles, the city was a
center for the occult, with a long and rich history in mysticism and esoteric spiritualism. Within
the arts, followers of Aleister Crowley and his religion of Thelema such as filmmaker Kenneth
Anger began working in LA during the mid-1940s. The history of occultist rocket scientist Jack
Parsons and artist/poet Marjorie Cameron started in the mid 1940s as well, with the Agape
Lodge, a branch of the OTO (Ordo Templi Orientis) also affiliated with the ideas of Crowley and
Magick.22 Cameron’s drawings and poems depict imagery that was meant to be a mystical
manifestation of these ideas. These histories intersected with Wallace Berman and the Semina
circle in the early 1950s as well, which drew upon the Kabbalah, surrealism, alchemy,
counterculture and eastern mysticism, with Cameron frequently contributing to the Berman’s
Semina publications from 1955 to 1964.
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When Askevold arrived in 1975, therefore, mysticism, occult ideas, and conceptual
practices were already circulating and underway among Los Angeles artistic circles. He moved
to LA to fill the teaching position of the Dutch conceptual artist Bas Jan Ader, at the University
of California, Irvine. Ader was lost at sea, having never returned from what was the second
portion of his three-part artwork In Search of the Miraculous, named after a book with the same
title written by Ouspensky on Gurdjieff’s writings and life. His practice, and the tragedy of his
final work, can also be connected to Occult Conceptualism.
Askevold brought to Los Angeles ideas from his time at the Nova Scotia College of Art
and Design in the late 1960s and mid 1970s. At NSCAD, he developed what became known as
the Projects Class, which was at the time considered an innovative pedagogical method. He
invited New York Conceptual artists such as Sol LeWitt, Robert Barry, Jan Dibbets, Mel
Bochner, Dan Graham, and Lawrence Weiner amongst others, to contribute to the class through
written instructions with which the students would collaborate. One example of these proposals
included Sol LeWitt’s list of “to do” ideas for the class, which the students were allowed to
choose two from his list, including:
1.A work that uses the idea of error.
2.A work that uses the idea of incompleteness.
3.A work that uses the idea of infinity.
4.A work that uses the idea of completeness.
5.A work that uses the idea of stupid-ness.
6.A work that is subversive.
7.A work that is not original.23
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According to Askevold, “my idea at the time, as an instructor of art, was to bring students closer
to the sensibilities of practicing contemporary artists by engaging them directly with the work.”24
He hoped to serve as an intermediary to the process. The initial concept was for the artists to visit
the school, however this proved too costly, resulting in the project correspondence through mail
or via the telephone.
Askevold’s favorite proposal came from Douglas Huebler, Variable Piece #5, 1969,
which requested the students to create a myth (Figure 2). The class responded by creating a
fictitious art school, called the Halaburton. An advertisement was placed in Artforum,
announcing the school while listing a group of artists as instructors (Figure 3). Askevold
recounted the project in an interview:
We listed all these people like Dan Graham, and then we had Frank Stella and different
artists, big name New York artists. Dan actually thought this school was a real school.
We said for further information – we gave Doug Huebler’s address so he had to answer
all these letters, you know, students applying for the school. Frank Stella’s lawyer wrote
us a letter and said, “You can’t use his name. Take his name off of this thing.” That was
the only real response by another artist that we got.25
Another assignment worth noting is Robert Barry’s piece submitted to the Projects Class. The
artist’s proposal requested the students to “gather together in a group and decide on a single
common idea. The work would only exist as long as it remains a secret among the students.”26
Although there is no documentation of the work from the class, Barry’s proposal deals with ideas
of trust, mystery and memory, and the unknowing, with the viewer imagining the immateriality
and possibilities for this work.
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Well-loved by his students, Askevold upended the commonly stale, hierarchical way of
teaching, fostering instead an organic relationship between his work and that of his students, and
a reciprocity between the ideas being discussed and the work being done. Like LeWitt’s and
other more canonical conceptual practices, Askevold’s combined a set of given parameters that
created an open interpretation, but Askevold let his own interests and sense of humor seep into
and inform his practice to a deeper degree.
His own work coming out of his classes touched upon game theory and chance operations
and were a form of mental exercises. Working within a conceptual structure, the piece Three
Spot Game, 1968, consisted of the following instructions (Figure 4):
Draw a line that joins one spot to another or to itself and then place a new spot anywhere
along the line. The line may have any shape but it must not cross itself, cross a previously
drawn line or pass through a previously made spot. No spot may have more than three
lines emanating from it.
Each spot has three lives. A spot that acquires three lines is called a dead spot. Each
move kills two lives but adds a new spot with a life of one. A game cannot continue when
only one life remains since it requires at least two lives to make a move. The Three Spot
Game starts with nine lives, must end on or before the eighth move and must last at least
six moves.27
Askevold’s description suggests an abstract game with an outcome of geometric lines. However,
a photograph of the actualized work, his choice in materials of steel cables, hooks and flat
plexiglass squares is an awkward, yet humorous materialization. In several of his works, the
written instructions often do not correlate with the end result, resulting in a strange and
unexpected outcome. During this period, Askevold was reading Claude Lévi-Strauss and
Wittgenstein, and became interested in game theory, specifically the game Sprouts—a
mathematical game created by John Horton Conway and Michael Paterson in 1967, published in

27

Jan Debbaut, ed., David Askevold (Eindhoven: Van Abbemuseum, 1980), 24.

20

Scientific America.28 Three Spot Game was based on a set of specifications, “for structures that
made the work rather than relying on seemingly arbitrary systems like composition, symmetry,
and asymmetry—the usual aesthetic cannon,”29 to create the minimal wall-and-fireplace based
sculpture. Askevold was translating game theory into sculpture, via language, and the unruly
appearance of this work appears to have a visual randomness, despite the work’s inherent
framework, which was calculated to create an unexpected outcome. This resulted in a work that
is an articulation of space, defined by parameters over a set period of time. Although variable in
structure, the moves are limited, and the game ends once there is no longer a spot to connect a line.
As described by the artist Mike Kelley (1954–2012), who was a student of Askevold’s
during a year-long residency that the elder artist took at Cal Arts in the late 1970s,30 Kelley’s
observations on Askevold’s work was “an odd mixture of game-like strategies, fractured,
Burroughs-ish word and genre pairings, and weird, ritualistic overtones…. David’s perverse
misuse of logic structures, his unusual applications of pulp fiction tropes, and his unembarrassed,
romantic imagistic revelings were unlike anything I had come across before.”31 Kelley’s
comments evoke Jack Burnham’s writings of the 1960s and '70s on “systems aesthetics,” which
address cybernetics and science-fiction game theory ideas. His writings and ideas eventually
became more eccentric and often existed outside of established art historical circles. Burnham
managed to introduce a more esoteric sensibility into his critical practice, however his
perspective was met with criticism. He addressed the notion that an artwork could be dictated by
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underlying structures of communication and that of energy exchange, rather than by formal
qualities or medium-specific boundaries.
The 1960s and early '70s was a period of experimentation in LSD, mescaline, and speed
for Askevold. During this time, his exploration of game theory was a more logical counter to his
continued interest in the supernatural. Both extremes found a balance within his work. An
interest in the occult came about early on for the artist, as a child in Montana, where he was
influenced by the Native American children he grew up with. This knowledge was furthered as
he studied anthropology and art history in his undergraduate studies, expanding his knowledge
and interest in mysticism and ritualistic practice in other cultures. Later on, Askevold remarked
in a correspondence with Aaron Brewer, “the occult felt the most significant and the strongest to
him while he was in Nova Scotia, where the supernatural felt very present in the landscape and
the culture and in turn his experiences.”32
The Ambit: Nine Clauses and Their Allocations, 1976, is a strange and opaque series of
nine large photograph panels, first started in Boutiliers Point, Nova Scotia in 1975 (Figure 5).
The work was originally published in 1976, in the Video by Artists catalogue from Art Metropole
Toronto and shown at John Gibson Gallery in New York City in 1977. The piece was later
published in its completed form in 1981, during Askevold’s mid-career retrospective at Van
Abbemuseum in Eindhoven, Netherlands. The work emerged from the request of a text for an art
and culture publication based in Italy and Germany, which led to “the idea of developing an
entire culture in my head. The text came about while driving, I began talking silently to myself,
in a stream of consciousness. When I would return home, I typed out what I could remember,
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editing and re-editing the quasi-legalistic text, in which I used unfamiliar language structure.”33
The photos were created afterwards, however they were not considered an illustration to the
texts. The photos were intended to only conjure a “feeling”. The images taken were
photographed throughout parts of his house—outside the windows and coinciding with where he
would write the texts.
Askevold viewed the images, much like those in Delville’s Visit, as “seductive enough to
pull the viewer in, while at the same time the text pushed you away.”34 In The Originality of the
Avant-Garde and the Other Modernist Myths, Rosalind Krauss makes the point that the
amplified abstraction of the photographs means that they serve as “documents of presence, filling
the “empty” indexical sign with a particular presence.”35 The text at the bottom of the
photographs appears to be disconnected from the image, it neither interferes nor corresponds
with the overall feeling the photograph is trying to convey. The mysteriousness of the blurry
images, textures, and light alone, exists on a psychological level, while the text confuses the
viewer further. The duality of shadows and light attempts to bring something forth, however
nothing is revealed; the viewer must instead rely on and tap into a memory, a personal
projection, or history, to make a vague sense of the work.
Askevold takes up the classic text-image format often deployed in Conceptual Art, but to
uncanny ends. The text at the bottom of the photographs in The Ambit: Nine Clauses and Their
Allocations appears to evade making sense of the indecipherable images. Kelley describes the
piece as:
a kind of psychotic legalese. The text is descriptive, it states rules, sets conditions, but
you don’t know of, or for what. There is a continuity of language and image usage that
33
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provides formal closure, but the sense, finally, is one more of mood than narrative
meaning. The combined effect of the image/ text pairing is akin to reading an overly
complex contract while enveloped in a twilight fog after coming down from a heavy dose
of cough syrup. Oddly enough, I find this extremely pleasurable.36
Here Kelley seems to be pointing to a fracture between the image and the text. Whereas
traditionally, the relationship between the image and caption is to explain one another, in
Askevold’s works the text and image are disconnected and do little to clarify each other,
therefore pushing the viewer into a different space to read the work, relying on their own
perception and feeling.
Askevold’s interests include the kinetic, supernatural, occult/mystical and the
unexplainable, with leanings into the strange and bizarre, and often infused with a sense of
humor. Through the use of photography, text, sound, music and video, he was able to carry these
ideas out with the same type of self-reflexivity demonstrated in his teaching methods. His work
engaged several of these ideas, beyond the mediums he used. He describes his short films and
videos from 1969 through 1979 as “reductive singular structured acts that are constructed for the
camera rather than for a live audience.”37
The element of fire, both contained and uncontrollable, became a recurring theme within
his work. In an early film, Nova Scotia Fires, 1969, Askevold describes the piece (Figure 6):
along the South Shore of Nova Scotia, I poured a mixture of gasoline and oil on various
stone configurations and along some beaches, lit them and filmed the results. I composed
a sound track with a small synthesizer, tuning forks and voice, processed through a homemade distortion chamber.38
The result is a haunting and frenetic film, which appears to be of an uncontrollable wildfire. The
viewer witnesses the kinetic and uncontained aspect of the spreading of a fire, which is both
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disorienting and nightmarish. Perhaps not the original intent, over time the film has taken on the
form of an environmental work, spookily predicting the climate-change-fueled wildfires
currently occurring throughout California and other parts of the world. Overlaid is the sound of a
muffled voice, interspersed with the music of tuning forks, giving the work an otherworldly
dimension, evoking something dark and demonic.
The short film Catapult, made a year later in 1970, also uses the element of fire, however
in a controlled set format (Figure 7). The film documents a somewhat more light-hearted, simple
catapult-type game that Askevold devised. Askevold set limitations for the work, a structure that
provides its own narrative, in the sense of a tension that will release, a clear action that is
bounded by a beginning, middle, and end. In a small parking lot, Askevold set up a sheet of
plywood balanced upon a support, to create a makeshift catapult. On the other side of the lot,
long strips of toilet paper are laid out in rows. A disk of paraffin soaked in lighter fluid is lit and
placed on one end of the plywood, and Askevold himself then runs towards the structure and
jumps, catapulting the flaming wax onto the toilet paper strips. The goal was to hit all the paper
strips and set them on fire; once this is accomplished, the film is over. There is an element of
early performance art in this piece—the setting of parameters, instructions, and an outcome, all
recorded in real, unedited time.
A particularly strong and evocative later work, Two Rotating Candle Chandeliers, 1990,
returns to the elements of fire, light, and darkness (Figure 8). Askevold briefly describes the
work as “a recording of two constructed candle chandeliers which are each suspended by a cord,
wound up to allowed to wind down. Both are recorded in a continuous and straight-on camera
shot; the length of each is determined by the duration of a burning down.”39 Little context is
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given aside from Askevold’s straight-forward description, as in most of his work, and the viewer
is left to fill the spaces in-between. The work was first publicly exhibited in a black-box space,
for a solo show of Askevold’s work at Canada gallery in 2008. The thirty-five-minute video
depicts sixteen burning candles on a rotating chandelier; as the candles burn, they appear to
control the speed of the revolving chandelier; the motion slows as the candles die out. A single
spinning, flickering flame is left, before the video is completely dark. The sound of a lone
saxophone, played by Charlie Braden, adds an additional layer of mystery to the work. Elegantly
haunting and meditative, the work is a contemplative recording of the progression of time. The
work can also be a possible metaphor for death, the unknown. The blurry halos, aura, and light
flares, recall early Christian beliefs, adding a spiritual element to the work. Askevold juxtaposes
the kinetics of a simple rotating chandelier with that of a contained flame, light, and sound, to
create a visually beautiful yet unsettling, dreamlike work. The video evokes different
psychological emotions, while leaving more open questions than answers.
In contrast to the emphasis on legibility, rationality, and systematic carrying out of
actions that are typical of other artists working within a Conceptual Art framework, Askevold’s
works are difficult to articulate and seemingly impenetrable, making his oeuvre even harder to
analyze as a whole. The esoteric nature of the individual works themselves also adds up to an
overall oeuvre that is difficult to summarize or wrangle together. While his work follows
structures typical of Conceptual Art, his practice is associative and suggestive, rather than
conclusive.
Askevold has the ability to create uncertainty, anxiety, evil, and darkness, indicative of
dream-like states, while the meanings of his work are amorphous and continue to shift, tuning
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into a different consciousness, resulting in a disorienting and unresolved effect. The writer
Frederick Dolan, has succinctly described the work as:
the space of the daydream, the fantasy, the slip of tongue: what was for psychoanalysis
the marker of an underlying, predicable process becomes for us an entrance to a different
and irrational, prelogical dimension…These works allow access to the hidden without
bringing it to light and thus attenuating and denuding its force and mystery. Here perhaps
is the locus of the anxiety and desire which inhabit the arena of the works: in dealing with
what has been called imagined and invented (and therefore placed in a subordinate
position) we seem to cling to the safe terrain of the aesthetic, whereas the experience of
the work invariably leads to uncertainty about the reliability of the boundary between
fantasy and reality.”40
A strange and absurd video, Bliss D.F. (Bliss Defrocked to the 2nd Power), 1979,
is a double-dialogue instructional video combining pseudo-scientific psychology with
paranormal activity (Figure 9). The video opens with jolly, game-show music before spanning to
a view of a table, avocado, and a pair of hands. Askevold instructs the viewer on steps to shrink a
head, using an avocado as an example of the head. Two separate voices (a male and female) are
superimposed upon one another – the male voice describes the actions of the head-shrinking in a
very direct, straightforward manner, while the soft, calming female voice of Tamara Rand, a sex
therapist and psychic, is interspersed into his instructions. Although it is chaotic, with several
streams of consciousness existing simultaneously throughout, the work’s subject matter of
shrinking and inflating of body parts is a provocative juxtaposition to contemplate. The visuals
follow that of the male voice, with the main focus on Askevold’s hands carefully and
suggestively manipulating an avocado. At points where both voices and visuals intersect, the
video is successful and a humorous aspect to the work surfaces. The male voice describes the
steps to achieve the finale of a shrunken head, in the form of the avocado pit; while Rand,
through a guided imagery hypnosis, describes to the listener how to sustain an erection and build
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self-esteem, through envisioning a ‘black box’ that one then abandons. Towards the end of the
video, the camera spans to a blurry dark truck, possibly suggestive of one’s subconscious. For a
split second the video takes on an intense tone, before shifting back to some sort of quirky,
nonsensical music created by Mike Kelley, Tony Oursler, and Askevold. Points of pleasure and
information are consistently being retracted, again leaving the viewer with a set of unanswered
questions.
According to Mike Kelley, “all the positive aspects of the rapture of mysticism were
there in Askevold’s work—the ritual, the opulence, the inebriation, the rich and elusive
symbology—yet mysticism’s negative aspect, its faith, was removed.”41 A collaboration between
Kelley and Askevold, Poltergeist, 1974–79, is a two-part paring of a group of large scaled
photographs with text (Figure 10). Two separate bodies of works were created and exhibited
together at the Foundation for Art Resources (FAR) in 1979 in Los Angeles. With a shared
interest in the paranormal, the works both touch upon themes within spirit photography and its
history. The first accounts of this photography technique, dated sometime around 1861, were
attributed to William H. Mumbler in Boston. Throughout the 1880s and into the 20th century,
spirit photography remained popular in bourgeois and upper-class circles in the United States
and Western Europe. The spiritualist photographers also documented the phenomenon of
ectoplasm, which is a material manifestation in the form of a clear gauze-like substance that
exudes from a medium’s orifices during a trance-like state.
Askevold and Kelley worked independently to create their portions of the work, with the
intention that the photographs would “inflect the reading of the other.”42 Kelley’s contribution to
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Poltergeist is a nod to spirit photography, depicting faux photographs of Kelley in various stages
of an altered state, expelling an ectoplasm substance from his ears, nose and mouth. Askevold’s
contribution to the work is a set of disturbing, ghostlike photographs, with hazy suggestions of
an amorphous conjured spirit, rising up from the ether and tapping into the unknown. Much like
spirit photography, these works rely on the creation of a convincing fiction, at which both artists
succeed. The piece relies on the acceptance by the viewer that what one sees represents a kind of
belief system, despite the lack of any form of logic. However, Kelley’s description of Askevold’s
photoshoot as having wrapped a “sock monkey in gauze,”34 reveals a sense of humor behind the
project.
Music and sound, which have the ability to instantly create a mood, or summon an innate
response, have played a major role in Askevold’s work since the beginning. His videos contain a
mix of soundtracks, music and sound experimentation. Some of his sound works are simple
pieces, consisting of a set of tuning forks played in a sequence (for the audio installation Two
Fork Triangulation, 1970), or only a rubber band and a microphone (as in the film Rubber band,
1970), (Figure 11). Additionally, a sound performance titled Concert Tone Compression, 1971 is
documented in Askevold’s contribution to issue #48 of Art & Project Gallery’s bulletin (Figure
12). Askevold’s photographic documentation consists of a foldout image of a tuning fork and
mic setup.
A significant work, Kepler’s Music of the Spheres Played by Six Snakes (Inveterate
Inversions to the Memory of Johannes Kepler, born 1571), 1971–74, which was exhibited at
John Gibson Gallery in 1974, is a series of several models, photographs and diagrams, and sound
(Figure 13). The work included six wooden string instruments which were created based on the
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six planets known to Johannes Kepler (1571–1630). The instruments coincided with a specific
planet: Mercury – Soprano, Venus – Contralto, Earth – Mi, Fa, Mi, (as in Do, Re, Mi, Fa, So, or
E, F, G) Mars – Falsetto Tenor, Jupiter – Bass and Saturn – Bass. The instruments were then
attached by rope and sheepskin collars to six thick wires which the artist referred to as “snakes”
(non-existent snakes that he drew on to photo documentation), which were in turn
attached to the ceiling, creating a suspension apparatus. Written on the photographs was the
statement: “Kepler’s celestial harmonies were real but soundless. At this point the snakes are real
but invisible.”43 Although Askevold has created a narrative, the physical performance of this
event appears to be fictitious, and the photo documentation is all that remains of this fabricated
event. Askevold also describes below:
Sheepskin collars fasten around head and tails of snakes – Pulleys and rope adjust the
slight differences of snake lengths – Instruments are designed from Kepler’s musical
score and are modeled from treble and bass electric-acoustic guitars – Kepler’s harmonies
are soundless but real, the snakes are real but invisible – The snakes control the tempo
and cadence, the two inch balls rise, fall and swing – Kepler believed that these planet
chords would only occur throughout long intervals of time, possibly only once
throughout the entire life of the planets – Kepler is credited as the first to write about
travel into outer space.44
The music was inspired by Kepler’s Musical Score and his idea that every planet’s music had its
own individual orbit speed. This resulted in certain vibrations caused by each one’s motion
through space, thereby creating different sound waves. Prior to Kepler, it was believed that each
planet produced an individual note.45 He, however, discovered that planets moved in elliptical
paths at different speeds and calculated these alternating speeds, which were then converted into
tones. According to Kepler, his theory of the music of the spheres is that of one, continuous and
consistently evolving song.
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In Kepler’s Music of the Spheres Played by Six Snakes, the invisibility of the harmonies
and the symbolism of the snakes point to an engagement with alchemy or shamanistic ritual.
Snakes, with their close proximity to the earth, are in many traditions a symbol of a grounding
spirit and force, and they appear here to be symbolically activating the musical, interplanetary
vibrations of this work. As the “snakes” move, slither and coil, appearing like a spring-type
mechanism, the weight of the steel balls continue to weigh and them pull down, hitting the
instrument strings. This work is a perceptual experience that also calls up an imagined, larger
performance on an astronomical level, creating a fantasy of a celestial event beyond human
perception. This also brings to mind the ritual and objects of the Navajo, of four feathered
wooden snakes depicting the wind of the black wind of the east, the blue wind of the south, the
yellow wind of the west and the white wind of the north (Figure 14). For the Navajo, the wind
expresses a unifying, invisible force throughout nature that is both uncontrollable and primordial.
While working on the piece, Askevold mentioned, “he felt quite taken over by the history and
mythologies associated with the Kepler’s theories and his times, during which he began to dream
intensely and felt himself learning that pre-logic consciousness he associated with earlier
periods; he seemed to have a different understanding of natural phenomena and move into an
older form of knowledge through intuition.”46
Snakes appear as well in the artist’s Taming Expansion – Initiated New Mexico January
1971 – Completed Halifax – September 1971, 1971 (Figure 15). Taking the form of a black and
white photograph, over-drawing and text, the work is based upon an account of a conceptualritualistic event. This work describes an imaginary event while highlighting the combination
between literal conceptualist ideas with the forms of ritual, both working in their own prescribed
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tradition and structure. At first appearing to be of disparate points of reference, the two appear to
be essentially the same in Askevold’s mind. A text describes the accompanying photographic
documentation for the piece, which occurs at the junction of a small town, where a twelve-foot
circle is drawn at the intersection. The text instructs six actors to stand around the circle, each
holding a six-foot tree branch. Six large rattlesnakes are removed from a burlap bag and placed
in the center of the circle. The actors are prompted to move toward the snakes, attempting to
“tame” the snake into striking at the branch, while prodding the snake towards the center of the
circle. Once the snakes refuse to strike, they are designated to remain in the center of the circle.
Although there is a loose structure, the chance and rules are determined by the movement of the
snakes.
The “event” does not go as planned; before anything happens, someone gets bitten,
resulting in the film camera getting knocked over, ruining the film and equipment. The storyline
is seductive, with the workings of a game structure gone dangerously awry. The entire work is
convincing, but was never carried out; it is a complete fiction, with fabricated “facts” and
“documentation.” The piece, in a sense, consists of that tension between the proposed narrative,
the derailment of the plan, and the non-existence of the entire event. Askevold’s repeated use of
snakes,47 one of the oldest mythological symbols, demonstrates his interest in past histories,
references to the bible, sexuality, and danger, and the supernatural aspect of these creatures
which relate to an esoteric and ancient power, but also his fixation on the uncontrollable nature
and mysterious being of the animal itself.
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Askevold spins a narrative using myth and archaic symbols, to communicate an
uncertainty regarding the boundaries between reality and fiction. His version of Occult
Conceptualism may appear to take up some of the strategies or formats of Conceptual Art, but
does not follow its conventions, instead working against any tautology or empirical sense of
solving or even understanding the work. His works are carefully constructed, but in order to
question our belief systems, the basis of empirical knowledge, culture and histories. Askevold’s
works rely on a perception based in other forms of information. Invoking a shifting of meaning
and perspective, the exploration between time and space, Askevold attempts to tap into an
underlying force touching upon an array of disciplines, working off of a decentralized system of
orientation. And yet, any reduction of his works to an interest in other forms of worship or
esoterica is also cut down by the sense of humor that underlies many of his projects, which
further complicates any self-evident readings of his work. Despite his concise explanations, his
texts reveal more ambiguities than sources of clarity. The difficulties in writing about his oeuvre
are numerous, as it becomes more about what is implied than what is actually being said; words
become too definitive in the face of his work.
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CHAPTER 4:
Yutaka Matsuzawa: Visualizations of the Void
Although there is no known correspondence between Askevold and Matsuzawa, a
noticeable crossover in ideas can be seen between their work. Both artists engage with language
and the structures of Conceptual Art; their works nod to an interest in para-psychology, pseudoscience and the occult; and myth and ritual play a key role in their practice. Performance also
represents an important part of their realization of ideas, as in the case of one of Matsuzawa’s
best-known works, Banner of Vanishing, 1966 (Figure 16).
Similar to aspects of Askevold’s work, Matsuzawa’s Banner of Vanishing references the
history and mysticism of a specific region, with its connection to the earth and its ancient
symbols of the serpentine. The banner, a long pink silk fabric that evokes a snake-like quality,
bears the written message: “Humans, Let’s Vanish, Let’s Go, Let’s Go, Gate, Gate, AntiCivilization Committee.”48 Unlike Askevold’s, Matsuzawa’s concept of Anti-Civilization is
utopian in belief. Matsuzawa states, “to create Art is to create ‘anti-civilization.’ Therefore, in
the world of new humanity, there will be no meaningful value system other than Art.”49 The
banner was first displayed in 1966, during the Contemporary Art Festival in Sakai, and the
banner was later used as a prop in multiple performances, including one in 1971 at the Misayama
Shrine in Suwa, as well as other events in various outdoor locations throughout Japan, Europe,
and South America. In his recitation performances, Matsuzawa addressed the vanishing of
humankind and civilization, often conjuring the Mishaguji50 spirit, the natural forces and spirits
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that inhabit objects in nature such as trees and rocks, bringing the energy and message of the end
of humanity juxtaposed with that of its rebirth. This imagery and that of the snake symbol have
cultural significance in Japan, representing water, fertility, good harvest, and rejuvenation.
Matsuzawa is considered an early pioneer of conceptualism in Japan, as seen in his
specific language-based works starting in 1964, which shared many characteristics with
Conceptual Art ideas in New York, London, and Europe of the same period. But his form of
Occult Conceptualism can be directly tied to the Suwa region where he spent most of his life
located some two hundred kilometers northwest of Tokyo, Suwa is known for a shrine dedicated
to two Shinto gods and the cult worship of Mishaguji. In Japan, Shinto is considered the national
folk religion, with the belief in nature revolving around the worship of kami (spirits that inhabit
all things, both animate and inanimate), as well as ancestors. Shinto incorporates within it several
occult traditions, in which magical and shamanistic rites and beliefs play an essential role. These
ideas can be traced to the pre-historic Jomon period in Japan (14,000–400 BCE), as well as the
crossover from Taoism and Buddhism, which helped defined the culture of the region. Shinto
played an important role in the development of Matsuzawa’s work, which incorporates spiritual
traditions, fertility, and birth rituals into his performances. Lake Suwa, considered a sacred and
mystical water source since the Jomon period, was also an important site for Matsuzawa, and he
used it in his performances. Additionally, Matsuzawa often conducted exhibitions and
performances in the wilderness, either alone or with participants. His work infuses Eastern
mysticism, spirituality, the invisible, ritual and nature, and rebirth combined with the
transcendence of materiality. As with Duchamp, Matsuzawa also considered the completion of
the work to be determined by the viewer.
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To understand conceptualism in Japan, one needs to begin with the period after World
War II. Economic growth began in the late 1950s which led to the expansion of Japan’s cities,
resulting in a society torn between modernity and tradition. The 1960s appeared to be a turning
point. An escalation of societal tensions in Japan resulting from Anti-American and antiwar
sentiment, and opposition to the renewal of the US – Japan Security Treaty (Treaty of Mutual
Cooperation and Security), culminated in the 1960 Anpo demonstrations and strikes. This period
in Japan is remembered as a time of political turmoil and crisis, with the state asserting
hegemonic control over ideas around culture. Several forms of art emerged from this period’s
critique of the new consumerism and government opposition, giving way to the rethinking of
culture in postwar Japan.
The idea of Anti-art (Han-geijutsu), which evolved in Japan from the late 1950s to the
early 1960s, was a counter to the established notions of painting and sculpture. It began with the
yearly Yomiuri Independent Exhibition (1949–1963), an un-juried exhibition open to all artists
sponsored by the Yomiuri newspaper and held at the Tokyo Metropolitan Art Museum. The
Yomiuri Independent offered a yearly venue for artists lacking gallery or museum support to
exhibit their work. The exhibitions during the years 1958–1963 have often been cited as the
beginning of a paradigm shift, with several groups emerging from the tenth exhibition in 1958,
including the Neo-Dada Organizers, Group Ongaku, Zero-Dimension group, Time School, and
Hi Red Center.51 Collectively, these groups advocated against traditional practices in art, while
focusing on experimentation and performance that parodied and critiqued mainstream Japanese
culture.
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By the 1960s, radical experimentations and conceptual practices in Tokyo were being
explored through works by Yoko Ono, a key artist affiliated with Fluxus, Group Ongaku (Kosugi
Takehisa, Shiomi Mieko, Tone Yasunao, Tanno Yumiko, Tojima Mikio and Mizuno Shuko), and
the happenings of Hi Red Center (Genpei Akasegawa, Natsuyuki Nakanishi and Jiro
Takamatsu), among others that helped redefine and question conventional ideas about art, music,
and performance. Ono’s Instructions for Paintings, beginning in 1960 and compiled in her book
Grapefruit, were open-ended instructions that re-evaluated the role of the viewer, forcing the
audience to participate or imagine the realization of the work (Figure 17). Group Ongaku
examined the role of sound as an object, mobilizing the visualization of sound within their
performances. Group Ongaku member Kosugi noted, “seeing and hearing are the same thing”:
“Opening a door became a part of music, as a function of performance.”52 An example can be
found in his Ear Drum event, from 1964, a Fluxus event score that incorporates everyday objects
and auditory experiences for participants (Figure 18). The artists working under the name Hi
Red Center performed several public events throughout Tokyo over the course of the group’s
eighteen-month existence. According to Takamatsu, “they used ‘society as a material, as a
canvas’ so the action would be viewed not as a ‘work of art’ but as a disruptive element within
the fabric of everyday life.”53 Their subversive and activist attitude demonstrated a subtle
conceptual approach to political critique, while infiltrating the governmental structure.
The idea of Conceptual Art in Japan has been much debated. As Katsuo Suzuki has
noted, that “the term ‘conceptual art’ has never taken root in Japan is one notable characteristic
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of the country’s post-war art history.”54 Yet, the Japanese term gainen (concept) and kannen
(idea) were used throughout discourses on Japanese art of the 1960s and 1970s. Furthermore,
many artists working in Japan at the time were in dialogue with Conceptual artists working
elsewhere internationally. Conceptual Art and its practices in Europe and North America also
helped shape Japanese art criticism in the 1960s and '70s, “as critics referenced texts and
writings by Sol LeWitt, Lawrence Weiner and Joseph Kosuth.”55 Critics such as Fujieda Teruo
“reference conceptual art (konsepucharu ato, phonetics of conceptual art in Japanese) in
“Atarashii mono no owari” (translated The End of the New) in Bijutsu Techo journal in 1969.”56
Matsuzawa’s work likewise shares many characteristics with New York’s Siegelaub
circle, despite their cultural distinctions. Perhaps most similar is the work of Robert Barry,
whose Telepathic Piece, 1969, states:
During the Exhibition I will try to communicate telepathically a work of art, the
nature of which is a series of thoughts that are not applicable to language or
image.57
This piece, presented in Siegelaub’s exhibition catalogue at Simon Fraser University in
Vancouver, is an immaterial work which has reduced all visual and even linguistic aspects,
claiming energy and brainwaves as its form and medium. This anti-materialism and interest in
the invisible, parapsychological phenomena and paranormal activity, is also found in
Matsuzawa’s work from the early 1960s onward, though inflected with a different set of
historical and cultural conditions.
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Matsuzawa was born on February 22, 1922 in the Suwa Region. His interest in the
invisible began in 1945, at the end of World War II. Art historian Reiko Tomii, who has written
extensively on Matsuzawa and Japanese postwar avant-garde art, cites “the ruins of Tokyo in the
March 1945 firebombing, as exposing the fragility and futility of material civilization, causing a
lifelong pursuit of the invisible.”58 Matsuzawa studied architecture at Waseda University in
Tokyo, and his graduation thesis “Plan for Fujimi Highland Artists’ Colony” in 1946 speaks
strongly of his disenchantment with material civilization. In an accompanying essay, he wrote, “I
want to create an architecture of soul, a formless architecture, an invisible architecture.”59 He
began to explore poetry as a medium, and by 1954 he composed a series of nine “Symbol
Poems,” in search of a universal form of communication. This led to his continuous search for
ways to express the invisible, through symbology and meditative practices.
In 1956, Matsuzawa moved to New York, on a Japan Society fellowship, to study
religious philosophy and art history at Columbia University, with the stated interest to
“comprehend what has and has not been done in art, present and past, East and West.”60 While in
New York, he sought out the artist, writer, and poet I. Rice Pereira. Her metaphysical ideas and
writings on structure, time, and space resonated with him. Pereira’s book Lapis, 1957, describes
her dream of the philosopher’s stone, with diagrams, drawings, and text depicting the experience
of inner imagery combined with visual illusion. Her work addressed ideas concerning art, optics,
and “gravitational centers of mind-energy in concern with a world view.”61 In a letter to the poet-
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critic Takiguchi Shuzo, Matsuzawa included a review he wrote of Lapis, which had made a
lasting impression on him. Subsequently, in another letter to Shuzo, Matsuzawa noted:
I was delighted to see a pair of Japanese Buddhist mandalas juxtaposed with a Jain
cosmic diagram in the museum’s Asian gallery at the Brooklyn Museum. As I saw it, the
problems lay in the inability to communicate among peoples as well as the paucity of
connection among “peaks” of knowledge in various disciplines; in order to advance the
thinking of artists, philosophers, and scientists alike, they must look in the “valleys” or
borders of disciplines.62
Matsuzawa’s aim to work in such “valleys” between traditions, cultures, and ways of thinking is
an important aspect of Occult Conceptualism. Not only do Occult Conceptualists work in realms
that are marginalized by Western modes of thought, but their practices also point toward a crossdisciplinary potential of conceptualism.
While in the US, Matsuzawa often listened to the late-night talk show program “The
Party Line,” hosted by Long John Nebel, which featured discussions of UFOs, strange and
unexplainable phenomena, spiritual mediums, cybernetics, hypnosis, and yoga philosophy,
interspersed with topics such as economics and medicine. Like his experience in the Brooklyn
Museum, the range of material discussed in this television program had an effect on his way of
thinking. Upon his return to Japan in March 1957, he began to synthesize these ideas to form the
basis of his theories and practice.
In a 1960 text “From Cybernetics to Mandala,” published in the monthly art publication
Geijuydu Shincho, Matsuzawa describes his theory of Psi as “Psi powers, or cognitive abilities
beyond the five senses such as precognition and clairvoyance.”63 To him, this was a way to
access a human potential and spiritualism, tapping into an invisible power through analytical
means. Art historian William Marotti notes:
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his influences and interests ranged from eighth-century pioneers of Esoteric and
Tantric Buddhism to fifteenth-century reformist theologians, the parapsychologist
J.B. Rhine (1895–1980), modern theorists of non-Euclidean geometry and
cyberneticist Norman Wiener (1894–1964). He adopted the Greek letter Psi ( ), a
symbol used to “represent wave functions in quantum mechanics… as well as
in psychology, psychiatry, and parapsychology (involving paranormal and
supernatural subjects in extrasensory perception).64
To Matsuzawa, Psi characterized his interest in the shifting nature and balance of the universe.
He also explored another symbol, represented by the shape of an upside down omega ( ), which
is recognized in early drawings, flyers and ephemera. According to Matsuzawa, these signs
“repeat themselves unconsciously while I am drawing. Especially this sign, which represents the
Psi bird, which is a liberated flight of the mind.”65 The work Meaning of Psi, 1960, is a painting
with a layout based on the Diamond World mandala from an esoteric Buddhist sutra (Figure 19).
The nine squares within the mandala are representative of the elements earth, water, fire, and air,
with the additional five principles of space, time, consciousness, catastrophe, and nirvana.
Matsuzawa describes the work as “the cosmic equation, where the mandala defines the entire
universe in one diagram.”66 Untitled, 1960–63, a drawing done around the same time, also
follows a similar layout with nine squares, each containing abstracted anthropomorphic figures—
symbols of creation and life, suggesting basic symbols of ovum, sperm, and the female form
(Figure 20). The collage Tainai Ganbo (Desire for the Womb), 1960, appears to be a depiction of
a cosmology; the symbol (

) appears again, this time connected more explicitly with the form

of the womb and placenta (Figure 21). The work also follows a more traditional mandala
structure, with concentric circles within a square at the center of the collage. The collage’s
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twelve ovoid forms consisting of phallic and feminine images seem to reference at once the
beginning of life, the cosmos, and abstract images alluding to rituals of cosmic rebirth.
Matsuzawa expanded these ideas in the work Psi Altar, 1961, which comprised a large
Psi Chamber and a small Psi Chamber situated on either side of a painting entitled Meaning of
Psi (all also dated 1961) (Figure 22). The Psi Chambers are metal boxes with an open top. In
order to see the painted symbols in their interior, the viewer must physically bend into the boxes
to view their contents. To Matsuzawa, these boxes were “manifestations of ‘spirit, space, time,
and matter’ that, although invisible to our senses, certainly existed.”67 His related installation Psi
Zashiki Room, 1969, created in a room in his house, was an accumulation of drawings, objects,
and boxes; the room was viewed as a container and apparatus for the work (Figure 23). The
artist Ko Nakajima recounts the work as Matsuzawa’s “world after death.”68 This group of works
explored the concepts of Psi, seeking to attain the invisible using a combination of language,
symbols, paintings, and objects.
In his own writings, Matsuzawa often describes a ‘revelation’ he experienced in 1964 to
which he attributes the beginning of his Kannen Geijutsu (concept art). In a dreamlike state, he
heard a voice commanding him to “vanish objects!”69 In response, he abandoned painting and
began his search for an art that would be anti-material and would access the invisible. Initially,
the new phase in his work took the form of text and language. Visualization practices, which
were indebted to Buddhism, also came to define his practice; taking him away from the white
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cube space and towards the wilderness. His text pieces were printed on ephemera and leaflets,
asking the viewer to mentally visualize the works through meditation practices. One of his first
such pieces, Psi Corpse, 1964, declared “non-sensory painting,” which is “invisible to the eye
yet present, similar to the intangible subatomic reality hypothesized by quantum mechanics.”70
In the same year, Matsuzawa organized a series of experimental exhibitions that he
referred to as “imaginary exhibitions,” “invisible exhibitions,” “empty exhibitions,” and “bilocational exhibition.”71 For the piece Independent ’64 Exhibition in the Wilderness, 1964, the
artist placed as an advertisement in Bijutsu Journal, no.15 (1964) (Figure 24). The ad states (in
Japanese): “Don’t believe matter /Don’t believe senses /Don’t believe the eye” and encourages
the reader to envision mentally transporting oneself to the space of a tundra field in Japan. For
Anticivilization Exhibition, 1965, a printed flier was displayed in a group exhibition at the
Yokohama Citizen’s Gallery. The text requested viewers to look at the flyer in front of them,
copy and visualize it in the mind, then make the flyer and physical exhibition (the one the viewer
is standing in) disappear completely from one’s mind, and replace it with one’s own or with a
new Anticivilization Exhibition as projected in the mind. The following year, Matsuzawa
presented Void: Collective Participation of “Anti-Civilization” School, 1965, at the Independent
Art Festival at the City Civic Center in Gifu (Figure 25). The leaflet lists a total of twenty-one
fictitious works to be mentally transposed into the mandala diagram format printed on the leaflet.
The invented works included Outer Space Research Sculpture, Multi layered Sculpture, or
Bashful Sculpture, continuing his interest in the metaphysical and psychology.
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Matsuzawa’s exhibition concerns were like that of Conceptual Art strategies being
explored through exhibitions at that time, as epitomized in Siegelaub’s Xerox book or Barry’s
Closed Gallery, 1969. It is difficult not to view Matsuzawa’s exhibitions as a version of
institutional critique, or a means to circumvent the exhibition and institutional systems that were
in place for art. However, his main pursuit was to explore and present a new and radical
alternative to conventional ideas surrounding object-based art. Many of his ideas, furthermore,
were derived from his personal beliefs and concerns with the void and nothingness more so than
a concern with reforming the museum or gallery system.
Matsuzawa also explored alternative material formats on the level of the individual
artwork. His piece Ju (Blessing): Talisman of Vanishing from the Whole Works, 1966, takes the
format of a Shinto paper talisman (Figure 26). Talismans are normally created for protection and
imbued with the power of specific spirits. However, instead of creating this sheet as a good-luck
charm, Matsuzawa lists eighty-one incantations on the idea of vanishing. Examples include:
1.Governments will vanish
2.Sex will vanish
…
4.Production will vanish
5.Capital will vanish
…
9.Music will vanish
…
73.The universe will vanish
74.Humanity will vanish
…
79.Anti-civilization with vanish
80.You will vanish
81.
will vanish.72
His art was therefore concerned not just with reinventing the art object per se, but with a much
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vaster scale of societal transformation.
Matsuzawa’s postcard paintings also explored vanishing and invisibility, utilizing the
natural environment to convey his message. The format of these announcement cards was very
much in the spirit of the Mail Art movement of the period; the artist mailed them to friends
between the years 1966 to 1971.73 But their content, in keeping with Matsuzawa’s practice, was
distinctly connected to meditative practices and Shinto beliefs. In Exhibition to Show to the Lake,
1967, the postcard announces a series of nine invisible paintings that are to be shown only to the
lake (Figure 27). He declares that “Human beings are challenged by numerous things. We must
learn to see the invisible and not to see the visible.”74 A work titled Blank Painting for All Living
and Non-Living Things,1967, describes showing the painting not only to humans but to rocks,
trees, sky, birds, animals and also to self-reproducing machines (Figure 28). Another postcard
states eight conditions for world peace, requesting that recipients send back their thoughts. He
viewed as important “the research of the imaginary (or parallel) universe through the postcard
and mail art, and this sort of exchange within it.”75 The questions he poses for the viewer are
often difficult to grasp in their intangibility and mind expansiveness, pointing insistently to
another plane of existence. The use of the postcard format created an intimacy between the
sender and the receiver, along with the spatial aspect that the object will travel through space in
order to be received.
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He returned to painting in 1967 with works he considered “Precision Paintings.” The
basis for this work comes from the “Moon Meditation” in Shingon Buddhism, an esoteric form
of Buddhism beginning in the Tang Dynasty in China, and later expanded on in the 9th century in
Japan by the monk Kukai. The meditation uses an image of a white circle to assist with the
visualization of the moon. He created over thirty Precision Paintings, the earliest painting being
White Infinity, 1967, for which he specifies “the instructions were very precise, so the reader
could in your consciousness make a white paper on the right page extend beyond the top, bottom,
right, left edges, further and further.”76 His intent for the Precision Paintings was for the viewer
to follow the same explicit directions, therefore perceiving the same visual experience, which
was unlike that of conventional painting where the experience is subjective.77 These works
reverse the idea of individual expression and reception in painting, as well as removing the hand
of the artist in the work. In a manner similar to canonical Conceptual Art, the Precision Paintings
contested the elitist notion of the “original,” because multiple originals of the work could be
created, giving the work an egalitarian quality to be accessed by all. For the painting White
Circle, 1967, Matsuzawa cut out a white paper circle, which was meant to be mentally projected
upon (Figure 29). Other paintings within this series consisted of a white circle super-imposed
upon a landscape of the sea, mountains, clouds, as well as other imagery background scenes
(Figure 30).
For the Tokyo Biennial in 1970, he presented the work My Own Death (Painting Existing
Only in Time), a hanging piece, viewed in an empty gallery with two entrances (Figure 31). The
text states:
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When you go calmly across this room, go my own death across your mind in a
flash of lightning, ——— that is my future genuine death and is similar not only
to your own future death but to past hundred, hundred millions of human beings’
deaths and also to future thousand trillions of human beings’.78
To Matsuzawa, death is not viewed as a final state but a continuation. The work contemplates
emptiness in terms of an inner peace addressing the entire human civilization, whereas death is
part of change and transformation, a progression seen in nature like spring, summer, fall, and
winter. Death is inevitable and considered a transition from one state of being to another and part
of the cycle of change.
During the 1970s, Matsuzawa’s work became established on an international level;
beginning with a solo exhibition at the influential Art & Project gallery in Amsterdam in 1971;
his work was also included in the Sonsbeek 1971 festival in Netherlands where he performed his
Banner of Vanishing piece, the Venice Biennale in 1976, and the Sao Paulo Biennale in 1977.
The piece Swan Song, 1976, shown at the Venice Biennale is an elegant, abstract work, yet a
straightforward and comprehensible meditation on finality (Figure 32). The text reads,
“Contemplate a white circle on this white Japanese paper and view it, alas! As a moribund swan.
Hear a swan song at this very site.”79 The text was translated into three languages—Italian,
Japanese and English. Much like in My Own Death, the work requests that the viewer ponder the
idea of the end. Unlike the Western idea of death, in Buddhist belief systems death is considered
part of a continuous cycle with the energy-essence returning into the universe. This piece brings
forth both Eastern and Western ideas through conceptual practices. The Venice Biennale situated
Matsuzawa’s work within a broader international context, while introducing his work to a large
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viewership. Met with a growing acceptance to Eastern ideas in the context of late 1960s counterculturalism, his unique perspective helps to set certain theoretical parameters which contribute to
the landscape we see today as Global Conceptualism.
In early 1970, Matsuzawa met Adriaan van Ravesteijn, the co-founder of Art & Project
gallery and bulletins (1968–1989), while he was traveling throughout Japan. Aligned with
Matsuzawa’s way of thinking, Ravesteijn invited Matsuzawa to contribute to three bulletins,
including issue #21 in 1970 (Figure 33), issue #42 in 1971 (Figure 34), and issue #84, in 1975,
(Figure 35) as well as to create a small pamphlet titled catechism art, in 1973. Bulletin #21,
written in both Japanese and English, is an extension of Matsuzawa’s Psi ideas, as well as of his
diamond world mandala visualization methods. Bulletin #42 consists of his writings on anticivilization and references a work he was involved with by Stanley Brouwn. By Issue #84,
Matsuzawa returns to texts addressing themes of time and death. Both the Art & Project gallery
exhibitions and bulletins helped influence Kynaston McShine’s seminal Information exhibition
at The Museum of Modern Art in 1970, which included several of the artists affiliated with Art
& Project, including Askevold, Brouwn, and Matsuzawa, acknowledging the influence Art &
Project had on the history of Conceptual Art.
During this period, Ravesteijn placed an ad in a Japanese newspaper, requesting on
behalf of Amsterdam-based artist Stanley Brouwn to purchase land with the specific
measurement of one square meter. Matsuzawa saw the ad and with the assistance of art critic
Nakahara Yusuke, he offered the land from his property in Shimo Suwa “for the sum of Psi
yen”80 (Figure 36).
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This is what led to Matsuzawa’s relationship with the gallery. Through Art & Project, he
was then introduced to and began correspondences with other artists such as Brouwn, Lawrence
Weiner, John Baldessari, Jan Dibbets, and Gilbert and George, among others. Matsuzawa later in
1970 organized an exhibition including these artists at the Kyoto Municipal Museum of Art,
titled Nirvana. His archives include records of his participation in Brouwn’s walking piece in
Amsterdam and collaborations with Weiner. Shimada later recounted that Weiner “discussed
meeting Matsuzawa in Amsterdam in 1971 and was a collaborator in several of his projects—
stating that Matsuzawa’s concept was about spirituality, while mine is all about materials, and
that while we see each other as fellow comrades in a battlefield.”81 Despite working in Suwa and
away from the center of Tokyo, Matsuzawa maintained these contacts throughout his lifetime.
As Matsuzawa’s career demonstrates, conceptualism can be understood as an international
community of artists in which cross-cultural dialogue was a crucial, generating factor.
In 1988, Matsuzawa published the “Quantum Art Manifesto - a Paradigm Shift in Art,” a
culmination of his life-long research and ideas in the form of a book. The book, which can be
viewed as opaque and abstract, is a summation of life-long ideas consisting of a series of
manifestoes, hypotheses and exercises. His term “Quantum Art” is based on influences from
quantum mechanics, string theory, human disappearance, and immateriality in art, as well as his
personal beliefs and theories. The radical text explores further the idea of “art that is not able to
appeal to human beings’ senses directly. This art will finally break through the stagnation in the
conceptual arts and achieve a far greater progress.”82 He pushes the limits further with his ideas
on the exploration of multiple universes within string theory, asking the reader to “meditate upon
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the ten to the seventy-seventh power different universes that are born from one universe through
a certain preliminary calculation.”83 The pages in the book range from a series of questions
referring to the void and nothingness, time and energy. This work strives to find connections
between Eastern thought, ideas on energy/ qi with that of Western scientific theories, essentially
attempting to explain these ideas through “principles of thermodynamics of consciousness
engineering type and thermodynamics of multiple elements.”84 In the section “Quantum Art
Hypothesis III”, he examines flying saucers/UFOs, and the convergence of space-time
dimensions and parallel universes. Matsuzawa’s theories and interest in Psi in relation to
quantum mechanics are unique and ahead of their time. In the recent book Solving the UFO
Enigma-How Modern Physics is Revealing the Technology of UFOs, the writer and
mathematician Robert Louis Schroeder discusses recent developments in physics that
corresponds with UFO data, correlating and confirming some of Matsuzawa’s expansive and
unconventional ideas, in super-string theory, and the traveling of space between dimensions
through space time via what is termed the bulk. According to Schroeder, in recent discoveries
the bulk is the basis of how one perceives time. In “Quantum Art Manifesto,” Matsuzawa
“hypothesized that humanity would vanish by 2222”85 a period where the convergence of time,
body and mind unite to form a force of energy, exploring the connections between these
dimensions of the past, present and future.
Matsuzawa’s version of Occult Conceptualism expands its definition to incorporate this
new terminology. While, like Askevold, his ideas derive from esoteric philosophy, shamanism,
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and nature, combined with a personal history and mythology, his work differs from Askevold’s
in its methodology and his deep-rooted practice and reference to Buddhism. He bridges
conceptual ideas from the West with immateriality and spiritual practices, involving meditation
and sensory experiences, from the East. The mysticism in his work touches upon the intangible
and is imbued with his radical, utopian belief system, which challenges the notion of art on every
level. His work exceeds the boundaries and tenets of Conceptual Art, aiming to create space in
the viewers minds for further expansion and transformation.
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CHAPTER 5:
Stanley Brouwn: Walk Through Cosmic Rays
In 1964, the same year in which Matsuzawa received his message to “vanish objects!”
Stanley Brouwn wrote a short text titled “Manifesto 4000 A.D.” for the Institute of
Contemporary Arts Bulletin. In it, he states his belief in an abstract future, where people will
dissolve into an eternity of time, space, and color. In this future, the world has no memory but
the present; it is a world where there is no art and, potentially, where people no longer exist in
a physical form.
4000 A.D.
When science and art are entirely
melted together to something new
When the people will have lost their
remembrance and thus will have
no past, only future.
When they will have to discover everything
every moment again and again
When they will have lost their need for contact with others …
Then they will live in a world of only colour, light, space, time, sounds
and movement
Then colour light space time
sounds and movement will be free
No music
No theatre
No art
No
There will be sound
Colour
Light
Space
Time
Movement86
Brouwn’s text reads like a koan. He envisions an existence in which time is experienced
as a continual present tense, with only a sense of futurity, and no memory of a past. As Brouwn
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states, humans “will have to discover everything every moment again and again.”87 In this
future, two thousand years from now, we may exist in a different form, whether it is sound,
light, space, or time. Brouwn imagines a state of being no longer confined by a physical body;
something akin to a unified energy or a universal force, beyond physicality, in the timelessness
of an infinite present. Brouwn’s text draws parallels to Matsuzawa’s beliefs, as seen in
“Quantum Art Manifesto,” including the transformative power of visualization, the conflation
of time and space, and remaining in the present moment. But although Brouwn’s koan-like text
alludes to ideas found within Zen Buddhism and Taoism, unlike Matsuzawa, Brouwn left open
to interpretation the type of dissolution that he hoped to achieve through his work, leaving any
spiritual or theoretical origins unspecified.
An underrecognized figure working within conceptualism, Brouwn addressed seriality,
systems, and numerology, exploring notions of space, travel, and distance, and shifting the
balance of authorship towards the viewer and away from the artist. From his earliest
performances in the 1960s, to later works that take the form of ephemeral artifacts or
documentation, artist books, announcement cards, works on paper, and index cards in metal
filing boxes, Brouwn repeatedly referenced the physical nature of the body in space, through the
act of walking, calculating his own steps, and other forms of measurement both standard and
invented. However he also pointed to concepts of existence that render the body depersonalized
or abstract. Much like Matsuzawa, Brouwn’s work also came out of mail art and Fluxus contexts
of the 1950s and early 1960s, and he continued to utilize various forms of distribution throughout
his career, viewing the book format as an important extension of his practice.
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According to Brouwn’s biography (which the artist deliberately omitted in published texts
from 1972 onward), he was born in Paramaribo, Suriname, in 1935 and moved to Amsterdam in
1957 at the age of twenty-two. That same year, he contributed a drawing and poem to an issue of
the periodical Spiraal, and continued to contribute works to its next four issues (Figure 37).
Through the artist Armando,88 Brouwn was introduced to the Dutch group Nul, whose members
were loosely affiliated with the ZERO artists. Nul centered around ideas of a new art, unrestricted to any particular style or form; within the group, “communal ideas inspired virtually
anonymous works that have little left in common with traditional art.”89 Throughout the early to
mid-1960s, Brouwn sought to defy conventions in art by means of performing anonymous
actions. One early event took place in the window of Amstel 47, Gallery Amstel, in Amsterdam:
standing on a table, dressed in a raincoat with a paper bag over his head, Brouwn attempted to
cover the window with newspapers, which also covered his hands and feet (Figure 38). He also
participated in Fluxus-related actions, performances, and events in the Netherlands and
Germany. In an early Fluxus work titled Exhibition of all the shoe stores in Amsterdam, 1960, he
mailed invitations requesting recipients to visit shoe stores throughout Amsterdam over the
course of a month. The attempt to absent himself from the work would become characteristic of
Brouwn’s production from that time onward. By the early 1970s, he had withdrawn himself from
the limelight, never giving interviews and rarely appearing at his own openings. In place of a
traditional author, Brouwn instead “acted as a catalyst for mobilizing spectators”90 and invited
viewers to enter into individualized relationships with their surroundings, as they moved within
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the architectural confines and space within the city. This approach went a step beyond that of
many other conceptualists. Artists such as Lawrence Weiner, for example, would claim to do
away with the author function, even though he retained authority and was kept in view as the
person behind his work.
Though Brouwn’s practice shares much with the New York-based Conceptual Art circles,
his artistic formation happened across the Atlantic and might be better described by the European
lineage that Claude Gintz outlines in his essay in the Global Conceptualism exhibition catalogue.
Gintz includes Brouwn in his proposed European conceptualism for which Fluxus and
Situationism acted as the main influences. He argues that conceptualism must be considered
closely related to Situationism, “the last true avant-garde movement to emerge in Europe in the
1950s. In early Western European conceptualism, there was already a prevalent refusal of the
visual per se, an attitude akin to that found in the earlier (pre-Situationist) Lettrist films.”91
“Rather than staging a withdrawal of the visual, Brouwn’s practice tends to reduce his own
authorial activity to the benefit of the anonymous passerby.”92 In his well-known series This way
Brouwn, which began in 1960 and continued throughout his career, the artist engaged with
passersby on the street (Figure 39). He would ask people for directions, encouraging them to
make a quick sketch on a blank pad of paper explaining the route from point A to point B
(Figure 40). This way Brouwn questioned conventional art practices and production of the artist’s
hand by assigning anonymous pedestrians the role of conceptualizing and composing the
drawings. By placing the act of creation in the hands of others, Brouwn erased his individuality
and ego as an artist. In a bureaucratic manner, he stamped each drawing THIS WAY BROUWN,
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which challenged both the traditional signature of the artist and ideas of what constitutes an art
object. In 1971, a selection of drawings produced at Dam Place in Amsterdam on February 16
and 25, 1961 were compiled in a book, This way Brouwn: 25-2-61, 26-2-61. In a statement by
Brouwn which appears in the book—written, notably in the third person—he describes his
project this way: “A This way Brouwn is produced in the time it takes for the pedestrian to give
his explanation. No second thoughts, no polishing and touching up the result. There are no good
This way Brouwns. There are no bad This way Brouwns. The result of a This way Brouwn does
not depend on the pedestrian selected. Brouwn does not select. He picks at random.”93 Even
sheets of paper that were left blank by passersby unclear on how to depict the directions were
still considered valid drawings. Brouwn felt that the emptiness of the blank sheets captured an
abstract thinking process, and the role played by chance in a situation of anonymous authorship
guaranteed unlimited possibilities.
In another notable series made in the same spirit, beginning in the 1960s, Brouwn laid
blank sheets of paper on the streets of Amsterdam where pedestrians walked from one point to
another. According to the artist, quoted in an entry in a museum catalogue, “White sheets were
placed on the street where pedestrians ‘on their way from A to B, leave their footmark.
Sometime later ‘after life in the city has left its mark’ the sheets of paper are collected again.”94
This action was documented in View of the City in 24 Hours, an episode in the television
program Signalement in 1963, in which Brouwn participated with the Dutch Fluxus artists
Willem de Ridder and Wim T. Schippers. These footprint drawings, named Steps of Pedestrians
on Paper, have similarities to the This way Brouwn series (Figure 41). Instead of the nameless
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hand of pedestrians, an unwitting, anonymous imprint of a shoe leaves a slight trace of human
presence. As the curator and art historian Anne Rorimer has pointed out with regard to the
works, “The smudged footprints, ironically, are reminiscent of the deliberately amorphous aspect
of a nineteenth-century monotype. Having rejected hand-drawn and invented compositional
form, Brouwn combined earlier twentieth-century chance operations with the concept of the
found object and Duchampian Readymade to achieve his results.”95
Other early works by Brouwn relied on the viewer to complete them, including a piece in
Tomas Schmidt and Wolf Vostell’s 1964 catalogue for the Aachen Festival der Neuen Kunst. A
blank page with the inscription THIS WAY BROUWN was published in the catalogue and left
for the reader to carry-out. Brouwn’s accompanying instructions requested that the reader send
him a drawing from memory of the route from a train station in the vicinity to the reader’s
residence. For issue four of Vostell’s magazine Décollage, titled Happenings (January 1964),
Brouwn contributed two works: a paper bag stamped use this brouwn (Figure 42) and
instructions for “phone drawings” (Figure 43). Much like Fluxus instructional scores, use this
Brouwn invites the viewer to participate by finding a use for the small paper bag affixed to the
page, be it by adding contents or finding an inventive purpose for it. His Phone drawings,
explained in a hand-written letter to Vostell that the magazine reproduces, are made by
telephoning various businesses and buildings as location points. By making sequential
connections in this way, a “drawing” is formed in space. “Phone draw anything you like: words,
objects etc.,” Brouwn states; and in Décollage, he suggests the example of drawing the outline of
a space-ship.96 This specific drawing is an early indicator of his interest in interplanetary travel
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and outer space, prior to the moon landing in 1969. These humorous drawings call on
multidimensional imagination and position the reader/viewer as the “draftsman” who can
conceive and fill in abstract relationships between space, architecture, and travel, all ideas he
continued to explore throughout his career.
Although Brouwn had no known connection to John Cage and Zen Buddhism, his
involvement with Fluxus early on in his career hints at an affinity with Eastern thought, since
many Fluxus artists in Brouwn’s milieu played with Zen Buddhist tropes, and artists such as
Nam June Paik and Yoko Ono who explicitly referenced such spiritual practices were central
members of the movement. Three pieces dated 1962 by Brouwn consist of the following
descriptions:
1. a walk through a grass field
2. a walk during one week
3. a walk from a to b 97
These instructional pieces illustrate the particular importance of walking in Brouwn’s work. The
concept of walking meditation as a means of bringing awareness to the physical body has long
been a practice in Eastern Philosophy and Buddhism, cited in the Sutra on Mindfulness of the
Body. Commonly practiced within Ch’an/Zen Buddhism, walking meditation is done to
contemplate our surroundings, allowing one to become attuned to our existence within a larger
cosmos, and bringing awareness of one’s position within space and time. Walking focuses one’s
mind on the present and what is being realized at that very moment. By isolating the quotidian
experience of walking as an artwork, and by frequently evoking ideas about cosmic simultaneity,
Brouwn asks viewers to expand their perception of this simple action in much the same manner
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as a Buddhist walking meditation practice does. He was quoted saying, “Quite likely that I shall
be able to sum up all my projects I shall make in my life under a single title, namely: Man walks
on the planet Earth.”98 In Lao Tzu’s text in the Tao Te Ching “a journey of a thousand miles
starts beneath one’s feet.”99 The idea of movement emerges from stillness, and according to
Brouwn’s work, that first step begins in one’s mind.
By the late 1960s, the use of measurement and Brouwn’s individual movements became
fundamental to his work via his systematic counting and recording of the distances he covered.
The use of his body to engender units of measure, starting in 1971 with “Brouwn steps” and the
“sb foot,” signifies both the absence and the remains of the self in his work, as the artist’s
physical body is replaced by these means of quantification. For Brouwn’s solo exhibition in 1971
at the Stedelijk Museum, he telephoned the museum to register the number of steps he took each
day, as he traveled to parts of the Netherlands, Belgium, France, Spain, Morocco, and Algeria.
The numbers were recorded by museum staff on maps on view in the galleries. A small book
entitled steps, published by the Stedelijk Museum in connection with the exhibition, documents
the work with a simple explanation: “from march 18 until april 18, 1971, i defined my total
number of footsteps each day by means of a hand-counter (Figure 44). during this period i
visited a number of countries where I had never been before. consequently, my footsteps there
were my first footsteps in those countries.”100 Brouwn designed the book steps using a basic sans
serif font, with each page featuring only the date, the number of steps, and their location; one day
per page. The material is reduced to a bare minimum of textual signifiers, yet conveys substantial
information. Brouwn’s number of steps ranges from 2,917 in the Netherlands to 41,885 in Spain.
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Although personal information is obscured and reduced to a numerical value, these works
exercise one’s imagination, inviting viewers to envision what Brouwn saw and experienced on
any given day, walking through a global range of locations and countries.
In addition to using the proportions of his own body to create units of measure, Brouwn
also utilized standard modes of measurement in his work, both contemporary (such as the metric
and the imperial system) and historical. Archaic units such as the royal cubit, an Egyptian
measurement dating back to 2,500 BC; the pied, a French unit of measurement established
during Charlemagne’s rule; and the ell, another antiquated French measurement used to
approximate lengths of cloth based on the width of the hand; all appear in Brouwn’s work. Often,
the artist chose what unit to use depending on his places of travel. In this sense, Brouwn linked
geographic journeys with time travel, asking us to consider such long-outdated systems of
calculating distance and understanding one’s location within space.
In Brouwn’s oeuvre from 1970 onwards, artist books are given the status of artworks. In
keeping with the ephemeral mediums of Conceptual Art, he utilized various democratizing forms
of distribution, including the previously mentioned street works, mail art, postcards, and the
book format. His carefully designed books are an important aspect of his art practice and are
designed using a consistent and straight-forward aesthetic, with a standardized format of a matte
white cover, perfect bound construction, and lowercase sans serif font.101 In some cases, the
books themselves function as measuring apparatuses.102 In such works, sheets of paper of
specific lengths serve as tools for calibration. 1 x 1 step, 1 x 1 m, 1986, an edition of five hundred
produced by Galerie Micheline Szwajcer and Yves Gevaert, consists of two sheets of paper,
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measuring 1 meter by 1 meter and 1 step by 1 step (approximately 740 x 740 mm), that are
folded several times and enclosed in a cardboard folder (Figure 45). By unfolding the sheets, the
reader gets a tangible sense of Brouwn’s individual proportions—one can conclude he was of a
slight build, based on the limited information of his stride. Moreover, the relation between his
dimensions and those of the metric system become apparent, highlighting the tension between
the individual and imposed convention. In Brouwn’s use of measurements, the personal or
arbitrary and the standardized are intertwined.
The ideas in Brouwn’s step works recall Duchamp’s Three Standard Stoppages, 1913–14
(Figure 46). For this piece, Duchamp cut three strings to an equal length of one meter, held them
up at the height of a meter, and dropped them individually, letting chance determine where the
strand landed and what shape it took. Each string was then affixed to a separate dark blue canvas
mounted under glass, preserving its random positioning. Duchamp then traced the contours of
the shapes to create wooden rulers, which embody his aleatory system of measurement.
Duchamp explains his new iteration of a meter:
This experiment was made in 1913 to imprison and preserve forms obtained
through chance, through my chance. At the same time, the unit of length: one
meter has changed from a straight line to a curved line without actually losing its
identity (as) the meter, and yet casting a Pataphysical doubt on the concept of a
straight line as being the shortest route from one point to another.103
Duchamp’s investigation proves that even within a standardized system, the idea of
standardization is not completely concrete, undermining ideas of certainty in science and
mathematics. Brouwn’s works operate within a similar spirit, pointing out the variations found
within the ell, which by its nature is approximate, and disparities in the standardization of the
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foot within Europe. More broadly, they question principles of measurement and precision in
general.104
In the artist book x-tatvan, 1970, Brouwn imagines the continuation of the railroad line
which abruptly ends in the town of Tatvan in Turkey (Figure 47). The book consists of single
pages of “conceived” distances between Tatvan and various locations, which are listed only as
the variable x. For example, the first page reads “x – Tatvan 1 km.” The eighth page reads “x –
Tatvan 1 000 000 000 000 000 000 000 km.” And the last page reads “x – Tatvan 1 000 000 000
000 000 000 000 000 000 000 000 000 000 000 000 000 000 000 000 000 000 000 km.”105 One
can therefore, in Brouwn’s construction, be situated at any geographical location, either here on
earth or on another planet or universe, defying space and time. In this piece, openness or endless
possibility is evoked through serial, numeric values in such a way that seems to play out
LeWitt’s sentence, “Irrational thoughts should be followed absolutely and logically.”106
In another book, la paz, 1970, the artist envisions walking a specific number of meters
toward different cities throughout the word (Figure 48). He begins on the first page with “walk
95 m in the direction of la paz”; on another page, “walk 74 m in the direction of dakar”; on
another, “walk 6 m in the direction of tokyo.” He ends on page 21 with “walk 5 m in the
direction of guatemala.”107 The work recalls x-tatvan, offering no specific starting point: the
reader can be anywhere in the world reading la paz. An open-ended structure is therefore created
when a reader flips through the book, encouraging the creation of mental images of traveling
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from city to city. This provides yet another example of the importance that Brouwn attaches to
the viewer/reader completing the work, and also engenders a sense of time travel. La paz, created
more than forty years ago in a simpler world, anticipates an idea of globalization and networked
economies, where travel becomes more common and the future world a more connected one.
Art historian Eric de Bruyn has argued that Brouwn’s particular treatment of movement
through space does away with a Euclidean, geometric model and follows instead a
phenomenological model akin to philosopher Merleau-Ponty’s.108 But for De Bruyn, the
abstraction of the self that Brouwn proposes in his work ultimately anticipates the groundless
space of postmodernism, in a dystopian sense. Using the lens of Occult Conceptualism, and
thinking through the frameworks of Eastern philosophies, one can appreciate Brouwn’s project
rather as a utopian mode of perception and an exploration into meditative praxis.
With Brouwn’s evocations of space and distance, the physicality of the human being
becomes abstracted, reduced to steps and numbers, while taking us beyond practical, realistic, or
literal confines, away from earth and toward other worlds or universes. In 1970 at Städtisches
Museum Mönchengladbach, Brouwn staged an exhibition titled Walk Through Cosmic Rays,
alluding to his interest in the invisible—both in the sense of infinity or what is beyond our grasp,
and in the sense of the finite or micro-level of existence. Although the museum galleries
intentionally appeared empty, the space was full of cosmic rays, or waves of energy that were
streaming in from the cosmos; where the idea of matter outside our atmosphere enters into our
realm and into our daily lives, though unperceivable to the human eye. A wall text from the
exhibition (translated from Dutch) describes the work:
how empty is this space?
all the planets, thus including planet earth,
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constantly find themselves in a “shower” of cosmic rays
in this space, as in every building on earth, it is also
“raining cosmic rays”
walking consciously through the invisible cosmic rays
in this space confirms, intensifies
the presence of this space
According to the introduction to the exhibition catalogue by the museum’s director, Johannes
Cladders, “the empty space of the rooms meant that viewers had to orient themselves not only
with respect to their immediate surroundings but also with respect to the entire universe.”109
The work is a mental visualization, an exercise in planetary travel or other-worldly travel. The
work brings the process of astral projection to mind—a mental practice whereby one separates
one’s soul or energy force from its ties to the physical body, allowing access to higher planes of
consciousness, whether through meditation, hypnosis, aided substances, and/or other forms of
awareness. Brouwn’s work similarly models a space for one to attain the opening of perception.
As curator Christophe Cherix has pointed out, Brouwn’s work conveys “a sense of inner travel
that keeps the outside world at bay.”110 Viewing Brouwn’s work, much like viewing
Matsuzawa’s work, is an individual and metaphysical experience.
Like Askevold and Matsuzawa, Brouwn also worked with Art & Project in Amsterdam, a
gallery that was crucial to the development of conceptualism in Europe, beginning with its
founding in 1968. Focusing on Conceptual Art ideas and related practices, the gallery’s bulletins
provided an additional “exhibition space” following a standard format of a single folded sheet of
paper, with a standard lowercase text and format, which was sent via mail internationally. Over
the course of two decades, from 1969 to 1989, the gallery published a series of 156 individual
bulletins created by artists. Invited artists were given complete freedom to provide content for
Anne Rorimer, New Art in the ‘60s and ‘70s: Redefining Reality (London: Thames & Hudson Ltd., 2001), 179.
Christophe Cherix, In and out of Amsterdam: Travels in Conceptual Art, 1960- 1976 (New York: The Museum
of Modern Art, 2009), 20.
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these bulletins. Influenced by Seth Siegelaub’s ideas of the book as exhibition, the bulletin was
an alternate space to disseminate information and in many cases became the artwork, questioning
the gallery system and the commodified art object. Brouwn’s work was naturally a good fit for
the gallery, as he conceived of artist’s books and mailings as an important part of his production.
The seven issues that Brouwn contributed to the Art & Project bulletins consisted of recorded
measurements and steps, from any given location.111 In the gatefold of bulletin 11, Brouwn
printed the following statement (Figure 49):
walk during a few moments very consciously
in a certain direction;
simultaneously an infinite number
of living creatures in the universe
are moving in an infinite number of directions.
On the back page is printed a six-inch circle with a statement below:
walk during a few moments very consciously
in a certain direction;
simultaneously a vast number
of microbes within the circle
are moving in a vast number of directions.
Brouwn’s interest both in the micro and the macro, the finite and the infinite, appear in these two
considered statements, and bear a striking affinity to Eastern concepts of being present in a given
moment. Contemplation, mind expansion, and observing ideas of how small or vast one’s
existence in the world can be—thinking about one’s current reality in relation to the abstractness
of the universe—are all key aspects of Buddhist and Taoist philosophies.
In nearly all of his exhibition catalogues, the statement “At the artist’s request, there are
no photos and biographical information is excluded” is printed, and often the rest of the page is
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intentionally left blank. The white space of a blank sheet of paper is therefore both a gesture of
withholding personal information, and a refusal to reduce the fullness of one’s life to a simple
summation or resumé. Alternatively, the blank page is suggestive of the void; but the idea of
emptiness is not truly empty but filled with infinite possibilities. That which is inexplicable and
transcends language, is best left blank. The blankness of a page, can be everything or nothing. As
Lao Tzu wrote in the Tao Te Ching:
Gaze at it, there is nothing to see
It is called the formless
Heed it, there is nothing to hear,
It is called soundless.
Grasp it, there is nothing to hold onto
It is called the immaterial.
We cannot enquire into these three
Hence, they infuse into one.
Above, it is not light,
Below, it is not dark,
Invisible, it cannot be called by any name.
It returns again to nothingness.
Thus we call it the form of the formless.
The image of the imageless.112
The text summarizes the fundamental idea within Taoist Philosophy: do not search for the image,
but instead seek to reveal the imageless in the image.
By being absent one is present—this negation summarizes the basis of Brouwn’s work.
He extends the dematerialization of the art object associated with Conceptual art of the 1960s
into the dematerialization of the self, be it through walking, measuring, visualization, or the
withdrawal of the artist’s own biography from his works. In Brouwn’s hands, this
dematerialization of the self aims to unite one with larger senses of space, time, and universal
cosmic energy. What may appear invisible, he suggests, often exists readily in front of us. This
Charles Johnston, trans., The Tao Te Ching: Lao Tzu’s Book of the Way and of Righteousness (Delaware: Kshetra
Books, 2016), chapter 14.
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type of spiritual or philosophical openness both aligns with and differs from the common
Conceptual artists’ modes that allow room for the viewer to inject one’s ideas and oneself.
Traveling physically, metaphysically and spiritually, Brouwn’s work addresses at its core the
ideas that shape and define Occult Conceptualism, touching upon an empirical knowledge of
the world, while questioning its foundation and imbuing it with ideas of imagined multiverses
and unbounded worlds.
Brouwn’s, Askevold’s, and Matsuzawa’s practices fit within the ideas of Conceptual Art
and a global conceptualism that was taking root in the 1960s and 1970s, yet the ways in which
they take up mysticism and intangible ideas as central and driving forces in their work also
exceeds canonical definitions of conceptualism. These artists’ interests and working methods
enter into less-mainstream philosophical lineages and allow for peripheral ideas and
undercurrents to direct their formal choices. Askevold and Brouwn’s work is mind- and sensoryexpansive, blurring the boundaries between mental and space/time travel, and questioning
conventional ways of seeing. Mapping also plays a role in both of their approaches, in Brouwn’s
works that deal with plotting urban and global space, and in Askevold’s charting of information
and structures. But their diagramming is not done in a bureaucratic spirit of rationality. Both are
elusive in their own ways—Brouwn in the sense that he erases the author/ artist, and Askevold
through the opaqueness of his work, both giving the viewer very little to grasp onto in relation to
language and the images being presented. In Brouwn’s removal, what remains is the traces of
human presence on Earth, as seen in Steps of Pedestrians on Paper, This way Brouwn, or his
measurement pieces. Askevold however, leaves the viewer with a more ambiguous haunted-ness
or presence. His works exists as a feeling of something underlying, psychological, that is
difficult to articulate or ground oneself in.
67

All three of these artists utilize structures common within Conceptual Art—such as the
integral role of language and the dematerialization of the art object— yet these artists also
foreground their own esoteric and unorthodox ideas and concerns, emphasizing indescribability.
An understanding of their work cannot be achieved through intellect and rationality alone; rather,
a sense of perception and intuition is required. Despite being opaque and difficult to convey in
words, their work is open to a multitude of readings. Much like Duchamp, these conceptualists
uphold the notion that no work is conclusive or complete, no definitive conclusion can be drawn.
Due to this nature, their work expands the mind, questioning naturalized long-held Western ways
of thinking and perceptions of reality. At times, Askevold, Matsuzawa, and Brouwn use few to
no words to articulate or explain the logic behind their work, recalling the central idea in the Tao,
“he teaches in silence”113—a transmittance of language without words. Through a lack of words,
one can bring an awareness to one’s being and thoughts, and the interconnectedness of things,
through a heightened receptivity and an intuitive perception of reality.
The notion of Occult Conceptualism is not bound only to ways of thinking that are
outside of the realm of Western philosophy, however one can also think of Heidegger in relation
to Taoist philosophy. According to Heidegger, “rational, objective thought is described as
calculative thinking… all reflective thinking is poetic and all poetry in turn is a kind of
thinking.”114 Chang Chung-Yaun suggests that “What Heidegger calls meditative thinking, is
‘the other way of thought’ or Tao…”115 The reflective thinking in poetic thought is the space
where being and thinking become one, taking place fully in the present. It seems certain that
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Brouwn, Matsuzawa and Askevold’s work touch upon this exact thinking. The “poetic-ness”
expands the nature of their work, attaining a transcendence into another way of thinking.
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Conclusion:
Beyond Askevold, Matsuzawa, and Brouwn
“If atoms are the building blocks of life, that means that the core of life is invisible. The invisible
is just as much a part of reality as the visible, and therefore it should not be excluded from art.”
1971, Walter De Maria.116

Although this paper has focused on the practices of Askevold, Matsuzawa, and Brouwn
as defining examples of Occult Conceptualism, several other artists’ work would certainly fit
within this category as outlined here, pointing to the potential wider uses of this term. The work
of Walter De Maria (1935–2013), Terry Fox (1943–2008), and Susan Hiller (1940–2019)
provide pertinent examples of what a broader application of Occult Conceptualism might look
like.
Walter De Maria’s practice is difficult to categorize, as it touches upon several periods
within art history, from Fluxus to Conceptual art and Minimalism. Like the three artists under
analysis in this thesis, De Maria’s work investigates complex realities of time and space, nature
and its underlying forces of energy, spirituality and invisibility. These themes can be traced from
his “invisible drawings” done in the 1960s, to early sculptures and instructional drawings, to his
large-scale land art pieces. De Maria’s humorous “Meaningless Work” essay, published in An
Anthology in 1963, addresses the idea of the action being significant yet not the final result. In
the essay, he cites certain examples: moving small pieces of wood from one box to another and
putting them back, digging a hole and filling it in again, filing paper in a filing cabinet and then
dumping them onto the ground. Meaningless work is intended “for us to think about ourselves,
the outside world, morality, reality, unconsciousness, nature, history, time, philosophy, nothing
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at all, politics, etc.”117 A sculpture from the same year, Boxes for Meaningless Work, consists of
two shallow, simple wooden boxes approximately twelve inches square, side by side on a table,
filled with small wooden objects (Figure 50). The piece is activated once the viewer participates
in the action, while reflecting on the passing of time, and raising the question: what constitutes
meaningful work?
While such works remain open-ended in meaning, a possible interpretation can be found
in the concept of “sudden awakening” in Chan/Zen Buddhism. This notion refers to the belief
that awareness emerges through quiet contemplation of the mundane. In the case of De Maria’s
Conceptual events published in An Anthology and his early 1960s sculpture, he suggests that a
more thoughtful or enlightened mindset can arise from repeating, without practical function, the
activities of everyday life.
De Maria’s “invisible drawings”, created throughout the 1960s, are works on paper
depicting natural subjects—trees, sky, mountains, cats, castles, fields, the sun, etc.—that were
created by applying the faintest mark on a page. The subtlety of these drawings conveyed a
profound depth and discipline, a controlled energy transferred from the artist’s hand into a line
and onto the paper. In De Maria’s interview with Paul Cummings, he discusses these works: “the
drawings are on the threshold of visibility and the interest there was in the way the idea of
drawing was as important as the drawing and the notion that you doubled your senses, you didn’t
know if it was there or wasn’t there. In a way it was something like the land work in that it is
there but no one can see it. The whole notion of invisibility has become more and more
important to me.”118
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The San Francisco-based artist Terry Fox explored similar themes of invisibility,
spirituality, time, and transformation in such a way that seems to translate Buddhist practice into
the language of conceptualism and performance art. Sound and live performance plays a large
role in his practice, and many of his works are meditations on mortality, as well as the
transference of energy and ways to connect with this invisible source. Fox alchemically
transforms everyday materials into powerful and mystical objects, imbuing inanimate objects
with an uncanny presence and life.
His early performance Levitation, 1970 was performed without an audience at the
Richmond Art Center (Figure 51). He arranged a ton of dirt dug from under the Army Street
freeway into an eleven-and-a-half foot square formation. Taking dirt from this location alluded to
freeing it from compression and from supporting the freeway being built above it. At the center
of the dirt square, Fox drew a circle based on the diameter of his height, with his blood. During
the performance, which lasted for six hours, he laid on his back in the middle of the circle,
holding four long plastic tubes which also took the form of the circle, filled with blood, urine,
milk and water, and he attempted to levitate. According to Fox, once he began “thinking about
entering the air. That changed everything, made it work, I levitated. After the fourth hour, I
couldn’t feel any part of my body, not even my chest expanding and contracting…the feeling of
being out of my body persisted for about two hours.”119 Fox left after the performance was over
and viewers were then allowed to enter the space. At the entrance of the gallery, the artist Tom
Marioni wrote a description of the work stating “in the world of the occult, when the spirit leaves
the body, it takes on the form of smoke or gas and leaves through the openings in the body.”120
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Fox believed the space retained the energy which remained from the performance. The audience
who entered felt this presence and power. This recalls the common belief in Taoism that the
movement of different forms of energy is constantly being felt yet never seen. Like Askevold,
Matsuzawa, and Brouwn, Fox consistently used meditative and ritualistic formulas for his
performances, and he invoked religious walking practices such as the Christian Labyrinth in
several pieces from the 1970s.
Fox’s work escapes physical reality, operating on another plane, while touching upon
altered states of being and consciousness. His performances and sculptures can be viewed as
temporal vessels or material housings for a spiritual existence, transporting energy from one
dimension to another. De Maria and Fox are examples of artists’ practices which question a
deeper meaning and the mysteries to our existence.
The term Occult Conceptualism can be used to describe a wide range of conceptualist
artistic practices. The present thesis is not by any means the first proposal of an addendum to the
label of Conceptual art; in particular, it is important to address an analogous term, ‘paraconceptual,’ described by artist Susan Hiller (1940–2019). The term was used in reference to her
practice and interest in the supernatural. According to Hiller:
‘para-conceptual’ [is] just sideways of conceptualism and neighboring the paranormal, a
devalued site of culture where women and the feminine have been conversely privileged.
Most interestingly, in the hybrid field of ‘para-conceptualism,’ neither conceptualism nor
the paranormal are left intact… as…the prefix ‘para’- symbolizes the force of
contamination through a proximity so great that it threatens the soundness of all
boundaries.121
Hiller’s work hypothesizes on ghosts, UFO’s, hypnotic states, telekinetic powers, ESP,
transmission of ideas and images, psychology and the role of “creative imagination”122 given to
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the viewer; she has also claimed Duchamp as an influence and considers herself a secondgeneration Conceptual artist. Craft, materiality and the act of collecting historical artifacts play a
major role in her practice. She employs language to articulate her own form of conceptualism,
using it to describe experiences and the psychological, while still remaining decidedly imageand material-based. Hiller’s work is conceptual in nature and she was early to outwardly define
and address the occult aspect within conceptualism, tying marginalized ‘para’-normal aspects to
the ‘feminine’.
Hiller’s allying of the “para-” with the feminine raises the question of gender within the
framework of Occult Conceptualism. Although the role of gender has not been fully addressed in
this paper, a more expansive study of Occult Conceptualism could address the ways in which
gender is constructed by these artists and the bodies of thought that they put to use. In Taoist
philosophy, for example, the universal yin energy is analogous with the Tao, which embodies
feminine attributes as a metaphor for the universe. Yin energy represents intuition, darkness,
earth, water, the moon and cold properties. Throughout spiritual traditions, fertility symbols,
pagan cults and religions, a universal cosmology originating with the female. Women artists such
as Hilma af Klint, Emma Kunst, and others are rooted in esoteric philosophical and spiritual
practices, yet have existed marginally and outside of traditional art history, until recently. By
also connecting fundamental feminist ideas with ecological and environmental influences, the
impermanence of natural elements in relation to conceptualism, the work of Agnes Denes falls
into a more open and broader categorization within this terminology.
Another aspect of Occult Conceptualism that remains to be further explored is humor and
receptiveness, which is an underlying theme found across the artists addressed in this paper. The
works of Askevold, Matsuzawa, and Brouwn have a subtle humor that is intrinsic in their work
74

and also seen throughout Zen/Chan painting. Often taking the form of a koan in Zen/Chan
thought, achieving enlightenment is akin to understanding a joke. Koans are often irrational, nonsensical, and absurdist. Humor serves as a way to recognize and realize enlightenment—its
immediacy and its infusion into everything around us. It is the initial response, since
enlightenment loses its power once it is explained or contemplated logically. Much like in Fluxus
or other conceptual practices, humor is a clever way to subvert ideas and question one’s thinking
in a clever and light-hearted way.
Occult Conceptualism introduces a set of terms that can be further researched and
expanded upon. The very ideas that unite Occult Conceptualist practices are esoteric, difficult to
pin-point, and they expand the accepted boundaries of established histories of art of the 1960s
and 1970s. Askevold, Matsuzawa, and Brouwn present three unique perspectives and practices,
united in their exploration of radical open-endedness in their engagement with their viewers and
the physical world. Their work equally challenges traditional definitions of Conceptual art and
points to beliefs in Eastern modes of spirituality. Considering their work together brings new
insights into the capacity of conceptual practices to convey intangible ideas about time and
existence, to approach the non-rational, and to unlock new dimensions of perception.
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Figure 2. Douglas Huebler (1924- 1997). Variable Piece #5. 1969.

Figure 3. Artforum Advertisement announcing the Halaburton school.
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Figure 4. David Askevold (1940- 2008). Three Spot Game. 1968, Steel cable, Plexiglass
squares and die stamped text of the game, 365.76 x 182.88 cm.
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Figure 5. David Askevold (1940- 2008). The Ambit: Nine Clauses and Their Allocations.
1976, Panel 1 of 9, 102 x 153 cm.

David Askevold (1940- 2008). The Ambit: Nine Clauses and Their Allocations.
1976, Panel 2 of 9, 102 x 153 cm.
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David Askevold (1940- 2008). The Ambit: Nine Clauses and Their Allocations.
1976, Panel 3 of 9, 102 x 153 cm.
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1976, Panel 4 of 9, 102 x 153 cm.
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Allocations. 1976, Panel 7 of 9, 102 x 153 cm.
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Allocations. 1976, Panel 8 of 9, 102 x 153 cm.
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David Askevold (1940- 2008). The Ambit: Nine Clauses and Their Allocations. 1976, Panel 9 of
9, 102 x 153 cm.
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Figure 6. David Askevold (1940- 2008). Nova Scotia Fires (film still).1969, 16 mm, 2 min. 30
sec, color. mono.
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Figure 7. David Askevold (1940- 2008). Catapult (film still).1970, Super 8 mm
transferred to video, 2 min. 30 sec, color. mono.

Figure 8. David Askevold (1940- 2008). Two Rotating Candle Chandeliers (film still).
1990, Video, 35 minutes, color stereo.
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Figure 9. David Askevold (1940- 2008). Bliss D.F. (Bliss Defrocked to the 2nd Power). 1979,
Video, 18 minutes, color stereo.
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Figure 10. David Askevold and Mike Kelly. Poltergeist. 1974- 79, Photography and text.
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Figure 11. David Askevold (1940- 2008). Rubberband. 1970, Video, 3 minutes and 21 seconds,
color stereo.
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Figure 12. David Askevold (1940- 2008). Concert Tone Compression, 1971, Photographic
documentation from art & project, 1972 Bulletin 48.
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Figure 13. David Askevold (1940- 2008). Kepler’s Music of the Spheres Played by Six Snakes
(Inveterate Inversions to the Memory of Johannes Kepler, born 1571). 1971 – 74, Photo
documentation.

Figure 14. Navajo ritual snakes. 1903, painted wood and feathers.
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Figure 15. David Askevold (1940- 2008). Taming Expansion – Initiated New Mexico January
1971 – Completed Halifax – September 1971. 1971, Photo documentation.
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Figure 16. Matsuzawa performing with his 1966 Banner of Vanishing (Humans, Let’s Vanish,
Let’s Go, Let’s Go, Gate, Gate, Anti-Civilization Committee) at Mount Misa, Shimo Suwa. 1970,
Photo documentation.
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Figure 17. Yoko Ono (1933 -). Instructions for Paintings. 1961.

Figure 18. Takehisa Kosugi (1938 – 2018). Ear Drum Event. 1964.
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Figure 19. Artist Unknown, Japan. Diamond Realm (Kongokai) Mandala of the Shingon School.
13th century. Opaque watercolor, ink, and gold on silk.
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Figure 20. Matsuzawa Yutaka (1922- 2006). Untitled. 1960- 63, Colored ink on paper, 54.4 x
54.9 cm
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Figure 21. Matsuzawa Yutaka (1922- 2006). Tainai Ganbo (Desire for the Womb). 1960,
Collage on paper, 105 x 76 cm.
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Figure 22. Matsuzawa Yutaka (1922- 2006). Psi Altar, 1961; Psi Chamber (large), 1961;
Psi Chamber (small), 1961. Mixed Media. Installation view, 1997.

Figure 23. Matsuzawa Yutaka (1922- 2006). Psi Zashiki Room (in Shimo Suwa). 1969,
Photo documentation.
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Figure 24. Matsuzawa Yutaka (1922- 2006). Independent ’64 Exhibition in the Wilderness (Koya
ni okeru andepandan ’64 ten). 1964, advertisement placed in Bijutsu Journal, no. 15 (1964).
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Figure 25. Matsuzawa Yutaka (1922- 2006). Void: Collective Participation of “AntiCivilization” School flyer. 1965, Letterpress on paper, 39.1 x 26.5 cm.
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Figure 26. Matsuzawa Yutaka (1922- 2006). Ju (Blessings): Talisman of Vanishing from The
Whole Works. 1966, Letterpress on paper, 35.5 x 10.1 cm.
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Figure 27. Matsuzawa Yutaka (1922- 2006). Painting Exhibition to Be Shown to the Lake
and the Spirit (Postcard Painting I-03) from The Whole Works. 1967, Letterpress on
printed paper, 14.8 x 10 cm.
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Figure 28. Matsuzawa Yutaka (1922- 2006). A Blank Painting for All Living and NonLiving Beings (Postcard Painting I-01) from The Whole Works. 1967, Letterpress on
printed paper, 14.8 x 10 cm.
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Figure 29. Matsuzawa Yutaka (1922- 2006). White Circle (A Collection of Precision Paintings)
from The Whole Works. 1967, Paper, 13.5 x 13.5 cm.
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Figure 30. Matsuzawa Yutaka (1922- 2006). Untitled (White Circle Collage). 1967, Cut and
pasted paper on printed paper, 7.7 x 17.8 cm.
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Figure 31. Matsuzawa Yutaka (1922- 2006). My Own Death. 1970, Installation view at Tokyo
Biennale 1970 at Tokyo Metropolitan Art Museum.
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Figure 32. Matsuzawa Yutaka (1922- 2006). Contemplate a White Circle in This White Sheet of
Paper (Swan Song). 1976, Silkscreen on paper, 90 x 90 cm.
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Figure 33. Matsuzawa Yutaka (1922- 2006). Art and Project Bulletin 21. 1970, Printed
paper, 29.6 x 20.8 cm.
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Figure 34. Matsuzawa Yutaka. Art and Project Bulletin 42. 1971, Printed paper, 29.6 x 20.8 cm
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Figure 35. Matsuzawa Yutaka (1922- 2006). Art and Project Bulletin 84. 1975, Printed
paper, 29.6 x 20.8 cm.
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Figure 36. Receipt to Adriaan van Ravesteijn for land purchase. 1970, Ink, revenue stamp and
seals on commercial printed paper, size unknown.
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Figure 37. Stanley Brouwn (1935- 2017). Cover drawing in Spiraal 5, 1958.

119

Figure 38. Stanley Brouwn (1935- 2017). Anonymous performance in window of Galerie Amstel
47, August 1964. Photograph: Dorine van der Klei.
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Figure 39. Stanley Brouwn (1935- 2017). This Way Brouwn, 1964. Felt tip pen and rubber stamp
on paper, 24.4 x 31.8 cm.
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Figure 40. Ingo Cuypers. This Way Brouwn Felt tip pen and rubber stamp on paper, 24.4 x 31.8
cm. Photographic documentation, 1964. 11 x 15 cm.
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Figure 41. Stanley Brouwn (1935- 2017). Steps of Pedestrians on Paper, 1963. Footprints on paper.
24.5 x 32 cm.
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Figure 42. Stanley Brouwn (1935- 2017). use this brouwn, 1964. Included in Decollage no.4.
30 x 31 cm.

124

Figure 43. Stanley Brouwn (1935- 2017). Phone-Drawings, 1964. Included in Decollage no.4. 30 x 31
cm.
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Figure 44. Stanley Brouwn (1935- 2017). steps, 1971. Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam.
13.5 x 21.5 cm.
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Figure 45. Stanley Brouwn (1935- 2017). 1 x 1 step, 1 x 1 m, 1986. Galerie Micheline Szwajcer and
Yves Gevaert. 2 sheets of paper and cardboard. 50 x 25 cm.
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Figure 46. Marcel Duchamp (1887- 1968). Trois Stoppages-Etalon (3 Standard Stoppages),
1913- 1914. Assemblage, 28.26 x 129.22 x 22.86 cm. Museum of Modern Art, New York.
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Figure 47. Stanley Brouwn (1935- 2017). x-Tatvan, 1970. 15 x 21.5 cm.
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Figure 48. Stanley Brouwn (1935- 2017). la paz, 1970. Stedelijk Museum, Schiedam. 9.5 x 20 cm.
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Figure 49. Stanley Brouwn (1935- 2017). Art and Project Bulletin, issue11 (1969).
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Figure 50. Walter De Maria (1935- 2013). Boxes for Meaningless work, 1960-61.
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Figure 51. Terry Fox (1943- 2008). Levitation, at Richmond Art Center, Richmond. 1970, Photo
documentation of performance.
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