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Introduction 
 
 
Perhaps artist’s collaboration can be seen as a paradoxical proposition, 
for the widely accepted belief in art as self-expression. Collaboration 
together with post-modern criticism and practices have challenged this 
individualised conception of art, but it still persists in our culture. The 
cult of  personality in a narcissistic society are such powerful forces, that 
make the idea of artist as a collaborator sound suspicious. People seem to 
be always interested in finding out who is the creative mind, even in the 
performing arts where notions of creative collaboration are widely 
accepted. In theatre, film and music one looks for the director or 
composer, and so on. Why does this attitude still persists? Is it only 
because of the marketability of the individual?  
 
In this dissertation I intend to explore some aspects of this problem. What 
I propose is further investigation of the autonomy of the artist, through 
three different perspectives offered by theories of Influence, Expression 
and Reception. Chapter I will start with Harold Bloom’s theory of 
‘Anxiety of Influence’, where he presents the artist engaged in a inner 
dialogue with art and artists, developed through many revisionary phases. 
The following view shows the artist as a self-contained subject, which 
was promoted by Formalist Modernism. The last approach, will present 
the post-modern discussion around notions of subjectivity, originality and 
authorship. These are key issues when talking about collaboration. 
 
In chapter II collaborative teams will be considered in relation to the art 
world around them, in a brief historical contextualisation of their ideas. It 
is beyond the scope of this dissertation to cover the whole history or all 
aspects of artist’s collaboration, nor to include all of them. Thus, I will 
present some examples of artist’s partnerships and examine the dynamics 
of their relationships to find the positive and problematic aspects of 
creative process as a shared experience. Finally the dialogue in 
collaboration will be examined in relation to the psychoanalytical 
dialogue and Lacan’s theorising of identity.   
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Chapter I    Discussing Originality 
 
Anxiety of Influence 
 
In order to approach the issue of originality, first I will present some 
ideas from Harold Bloom’s book ‘Anxiety of Influence’, (1973), and 
discuss them later in relation to Expression and Reception theories.  
 
Bloom describes poetic influence as a story of intra-poetic relationships. 
These relationships are a kind of inner dialogue between the artist and 
his/her precursor. Although this dialogue happens only from one side 
(latecomer), this demonstrates that there is a dialogue, even during 
solitary creative process, showing the ‘collaborative’ nature of art.  
 
Bloom traces the origin of the word ‘influence’. Once it had the meaning 
of its root ‘inflow’, an emanation of an ethereal fluid coming from the 
stars. The capacity to receive influence was perceived as a positive 
quality because influence was inspiration. Bloom claims that before the 
Enlightenment, even when a poet’s poem was the source of inspiration, 
there was no anxiety of influence. He mentions Shelley’s speculations 
that: ‘poets of all ages contributed to one Great Poem perpetually in 
progress’1. Perhaps art/poetry were understood  as a collective enterprise.  
 
Bloom argues that the negative aspect of influence appeared in Western 
literature with Cartesian reductions of time and space and the growth of 
individualism. Influence became influenza, an epidemic of anxiety. The 
problem of causality was what made the latecomer anxious, because 
he/she would necessarily be dominated by the gaze of the precursor in a 
time when they should be original.  
 
A similar process occurred in art history. The lack of anxiety of influence 
seems to have also been present in the training and upbringing of the 
Medieval artist, learning by being apprenticed to her/is master. The 
transmission of artistic skills by copying drawings and specific visual 
motifs continued throughout the Renaissance as common practice*. 
During the Renaissance the anonymous artist became famous, for art 
became an expression of individual giftedness. And with the 
_____________________________________________________________________*The 
collaborative process of production in the studios of the Renaissance have been extensively researched 
by many art historians, such as Jean Cadogan, Francis Ames-Lewis and more recently by David Alan 
Brown in his book ‘Leonardo Da Vinci: Origins of a Genius’, Yale University Press, 0 300 07246 5. 
post-Enlightenment passion for Genius and the Sublime, originality 
became the main criteria for attribution of value to art works. The idea of 
the artist as a genius, as someone with a dazzling originality came to its 
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maximum expression in the visual arts in the formalist Modernism of 
Greenberg, with his claims of autonomy of art and theories of expression.  
 
I will come back to discuss these Modernist presumptions in detail later, 
but before I shall present Bloom’s analysis of the poet’s inner dialogue 
mentioned above. Bloom identified six different movements or 
revisionary phases: 1.clinamen; 2.tessera; 3.kenosis; 4.daemonazation; 
5.askesis and 6. apophrades. 
 
1.Clinamen 
Clinamen or errors of re-creation are the main point of the theory of 
Poetic  Influence. Bloom argues that strong poets make history by 
misreading one another in order to create imaginative space for 
themselves. The poet misreads, but this misinterpretation tends to be 
indeliberate, it is an unconscious correction which creates new 
possibilities for a poetic idea.2 
  
When collaborating with the Finnish artist Henna Asikainen, we have 
experienced some creative mistakes while communicating in English, a 
foreign language for both of us. Sometimes the complexity of processes 
involved in translation creates a nebulous area of meaning where 
imagination plays an important role. It is interesting to think of 
misunderstandings as an unconscious ‘correction’. Obviously there is 
continuity in our communication, and these fruitful mistakes happen  
eventually, by chance or as a manifestation of the unconscious similarly 
to slips of the tongue.  
 
The example above takes this misinterpretation in a literal way, but 
clinamen is to be understood more importantly metaphorically. In the 
process of influence, the form or content of a particular work is 
experienced by an artist who interprets and translates it into a new work. 
The artist may or may not be aware of the influence, when he/she is doing 
the work. Bloom says that in this act of creative revisionism, the artist 
stations the previous work and swerves its context. In the 
recontextualization, the poetic idea will change its original meaning. 
  
Analogous to this aspect of clinamen is the recontextualization of 
appropriated imagery in post-modern art. There is a large number of 
artists who have worked with appropriation of culturally significant 
works of art, and/or from the media and other non-art sources. 
Raushemberg and Warhol are perhaps the most famous examples. There 
were also many artists in the 1980s concerned with quoting earlier art 
works, among them the twin brothers Mike and Doug Starn. The duo 
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have produced series of photographs using fragments of paintings by 
Rembrandt, Picasso, Leonardo Da Vinci, as well as sculptures and 
architectural features. ‘Double Rembrandt With Steps’, (1987-88), is one 
of the variations on a Rembrandt in Chicago. This work shows how they 
usually treat the photographic surface, employing a variety of technical 
and formal manipulations.  
 
Although we can’t say that the Starns were influenced by Rembrandt, the 
change of context of the appropriated image illustrates how the original 
meaning has been completely changed.  
     
 
 

 
 

Mike and Doug Starn,‘Double Rembrandt With Steps’, 1987-88.  
 

2. Tessera 
Tessera means completion and antithesis. The term also means token of 
recognition, (a fragment that would re-constitute a pot). A poet 
antithetically “completes” his precursor, retaining the precursor’s terms 
but meaning them in another sense 3.  
 
In tessera Bloom uses antithesis (anti-thesis) in the rhetorical sense, that 
is a balanced juxtaposition of two contrasting ideas. “Be me but not me” 
is the paradox of the influenced artist. The artist struggles against 
influence to create an independent and unique artistic identity. It is very 
difficult to avoid influence because, as Goethe puts it: “Everything great 
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moulds us from the moment we become aware of it” 4.  
 
It simply is not possible to close the self to the world to protect it from 
‘contamination’. Looking at some psychoanalytical theories**, we learn 
that the self can be understood as the result of series of identifications 
with people throughout life. So, if this is true, the very self is not an 
original or consistent entity, but is a fluid and changeable state of being. 
The self receives and processes influences sometimes accepting or 
opposing to them. Bloom says that in tessera the artist ‘completes’ a work 
producing works with opposite ideas.  
 
Tessera as antithetical reaction can be related to tensions in collaboration 
when partners disagree in relation to particular issues. The dialogue 
develops as a method of finding a solution for the problem which will 
satisfy both parts. This dialogue could be compared to Hegel’s use of the 
term dialectic: the process which brings forth an opposition, between 
thesis and antithesis, which has within an urge to be resolved by a 
synthesis. In the synthesis conflicting elements are preserved and 
somehow reconciled. One example is the opposition between being and 
not-being, overcome in its synthesis, becoming. Every synthesis will 
bring forth a new opposite and so on 5. If we transpose this concept to 
collaboration, none of the voices is suppressed. Each work will represent 
a synthesis in relation to different views or perspectives. 
 
The piece ‘Conversation Seat’, by Langlands & Bell seems to be a perfect 
illustration of this synthesis. There are these two elements facing opposite 
directions. Each polarity is presented with equal value: volumes, forms, 
negative and positive spaces, everything shows a balance. At the point of 
intersection there is an opening, where they communicate. This could 
________________________________________________________ 
** Freud’s theories of maturation of the ego explain how the infant identifies with people in order to 
develop the ability to talk and to learn other  skills. This tendency continues in different levels in adult 
life.(Charles Brenner- ‘An Elementary Textbook of Psychoanalysis’).  
The notion of the self as an organised and stable structure is a polemic subject among different 
branches of psychoanalysis. While some believe in the existence of an underlying ‘true’ self, others 
affirm that the self is an alienating fiction, produced as a defence against the anti-social and painful 
realities of desire.  
Jacques Lacan when talking about the ‘mirror phase’, says that the subject’s identification with the ego 
is a leurre, an illusion, because the ego is a construct, a product of an encounter with the other, with the 
structure of the symbolic. (Lacan, J.- ‘The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-analysis). 
 
offer a solution for the dilemma: ‘be me, but not me’, maybe both can co-
exist as a dynamic balance in a synthesis. 
 
 
 



 

10 

 
Langlands & Bell, ‘Conversation Seat’, 1986, 70 x 110 x 50 cm 

 
 
Perhaps we can also understand tessera as a relationship between art 
works and site in the case of site-specific works. The site is the fragment 
which carries a meaning, (token of recognition), and the art work stands 
in a dialectical relationship to it. The two polarities co-exist and affect 
each other. The work interacts with site transforming it, setting its 
meaning in motion. 
 
3. Kenosis 
Bloom defines kenosis as a breaking device similar to the  defence 
mechanisms of our psyches against repetition compulsions; it is a 
movement towards discontinuity with the precursor. The artist represses 
the influence which is placed in the unconscious. 
 
When Freud is talking about how repression of emotional affect can be 
transformed into anxiety, he introduces the term ‘uncanny’. Uncanny is 
the recurrence of something repressed, something not really unfamiliar 
but something old-established but forgotten. Bloom thinks of anxiety of 
influence as a variety of the uncanny. 
 
Bloom claims that the god of poets is not Apollo, who lives in the rhythm 
of recurrence, but  the bald gnome Error, who lives at the back of a cave 
and comes out in irregular intervals. Kenosis is connected to the 
unconscious and its unpredictable manifestations as a possibility for 
discontinuity.  
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In kenosis the artist tries to avoid influence through discontinuity, but 
what recurs is also what causes discontinuity, that is, the unconscious. He 
concludes saying that we can’t think of any artist as an autonomous ego, 
but as a being caught up in a dialectical relationship with another artist/s. 
What collaboration does is to acknowledge this relationship and take the 
most advantage of interactions with other artists and the audience. 
 
4. Daemonization 
Daemonization is another movement taken in the revisionary process. 
Bloom takes the term from Neo-Platonic usage, where it means the 
entrance of an intermediary being, neither divine nor human, into the 
artist to aid him.  
 
In daemonization the artist reduces the precursor’s human value by 
making the daemonic world responsible for the success of the work. The 
precursor looses his/her brilliancy because the special power of the work 
is attributed to an intermediary being. Then, the artist shares a common 
humanity with the precursor, and can equally be inspired by little 
demons.  
 
5.Askesis  
Askesis represents another way to preserve a sense of autonomous self  
from external influences. In Askesis what happens is a movement of self-
purgation out of a state of solitude.  
 
Frederic Jameson in his essay ‘The Deconstruction of Expression’, 
(1982), explains the implications of individual autonomy involved in 
askesis: 
 
‘... expression requires the category of the individual monad, but it also 
shows us the heavy price to be paid for that precondition, dramatising the 
unhappy paradox that when you constitute your individual subjectivity as 
a self-sufficient field and a closed realm in its own right, you thereby also 
shut yourself off from everything else and condemn yourself to the 
windless solitude of the monad, buried alive and condemned to a prison-
cell without egress’.6 
  
The autonomy of the artist has been already discussed previously. If the 
artist can be understood as engaged in a dialectical relationship with art, 
we can conclude that the attempt to isolate oneself from the world could 
lead to an impoverishment of the artist’s self. The understanding of what 
is being discussed in the world outside can help the artist to acquire more 
knowledge, which will enrich his/her artistic practice.  
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6. Apophrades 
Apophrades means the return of the dead. ‘The later poet is in a 
solipsistic solitude, and opens his poem again to the precursor’s work’7. 
It is the acknowledgement of influence, understanding that the new 
comes from the past. The relationship between the origin of thought, the 
past, present and future has been explained by Foucault: 
‘For man, then, origin is by no means the beginning . . . the origin is that 
which is returning, the repetition towards which has already always 
begun, the proximity of a light that has been shinning since the beginning 
of time . . . but this time it is the recession into the future’.8  
 
Thus, we can conclude that to be original is not to be the origin, which is 
recurrent, but is to add something to the continuum, the existing dialogue. 
The artist is not an isolated entity, but is in the position of both the reader 
and author, because influences are received and transformed through 
corrections, antithetical completion, repression, etc. The influence will be 
processed within the frame of the artist’s background, which is composed 
of a large number of references, both personal and group memories. The 
new work will be a product of this complex chain of events. This theory 
confirms the role of the viewer, at the same time highlights the 
importance of the source. This model seems to suggest a kind of 
conciliation or synthesis of opposite views found in Expression and 
Reception theories. 
 
 
Expression Theory 
This theory is based on the belief that art is about the unique expression 
of personal feeling. The artist is a self-sufficient entity, who produces and 
communicates sensations conveyed through art works to the viewer. Art 
is identified with intuition, as promoted by the Italian philosopher 
Benedetto Croce in his ‘Guide to Aesthetics’ (1913). Thus expression 
theory places the artist, with his/her feelings and emotions, at the centre 
of art history.  
 
This depoliticised view of art was largely used by modernist critics to 
promote the formalist branch of modern art. Modernism can be seen as 
having two tendencies. The early avant-gardist modernism was critical 
and engaged with the problems of modern society. The second tendency, 
formalist modernism, was associated with Clement Greenberg’s theory of 
art for art’s sake, insisting that art should be concerned with the 
manipulation of its own medium, preoccupied with the aesthetic 
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experience itself. While the avant-garde wanted ‘a break with the past’, 
later modernism was concerned with the formal and technical 
development of the tradition of art.  
   
This brief summary is very simplistic but contains some important 
aspects  
for the sequence of our discussion. Post-modern theorists have 
discredited many of these presumptions with Structuralist, Marxist and 
Feminist interpretations of art history. They question the autonomy of the 
subject, and shift the stress from the individual to the social and historical 
contexts in which the artist operates. 
  
Reception Theory 
The investigation of individual autonomy in the Structuralist debate in 
France, around 1960s, included many thinkers, such as Lacan, Foucault 
and Barthes among others. The subject was seen not as a self contained 
individual but as an ideological construct. The modern quest for 
authenticity and originality, with the privilege for the artist’s autonomy 
was consequently also challenged.  
 
As a part of this debate, Roland Barthes wrote the well known essay ‘The 
Death of the Author’, in which he states that a text is not a line of words 
expressing the author’s subjective meaning, but it is ‘a multidimensional 
space in which all quotations of  a variety of texts, none of them original, 
blend and clash’9 . He says that this space where different texts interact is 
the mind of the reader, and that the unity of the text lies in its destination 
rather than in its origin. 
 
Barthes remarks that the mind of the viewer is not a neutral or universally 
homogeneous field, but it is influenced by class, gender, race and a 
variety of other conditions, which may affect the reception of a work of 
art. He calls for a shift in attention from autobiographical aspects of the 
author’s life, to a focus on the work. Thus the meaning of a work is not 
personal, defined by the author, but is left open to the viewer’s 
interpretation. 
 
Foulcault also provides a critique to authorship in his text called ‘What is 
an Author?’ (1969). In this text Foucault argues that the author’s name 
serves a function in the discourse, indicating the status of the discourse 
within a society or giving authority to it. He also calls for a change in the 
ways we receive these discourses: ‘Perhaps it is time to study discourses 
not only in terms of their expressive value or formal transformations, but 
according to their modes of existence. The modes of circulation, 
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valorisation, attribution, and appropriation of discourses vary with each 
culture and are modified within each’10. Thus Foucault shifts the focus 
from the subject as originator, and concentrates on the conditions in 
which he/she operates in the order of discourse. He sees the author not as 
a genius, but as an ideological product of the bourgeois mentality in its 
promotion of individualism and private property. 
 
 

 
Sherrie Levine, After Walker Evans, (1936) 

 
This idea of the death of the author found an echo in art. The critique to 
the bourgeois principles of autonomous art and expressive artist were, to 
some extent anticipated by the avant-garde. Duchamp is seen as an 
important figure to post-modern art, as he brings this critical attitude of 
early modernism to new generations of artists. His ready-mades denied 
both the uniqueness of the art object and expressive touch of the artist. 
The critique to authorship, originality, self-expression and the art object 
as a commodity continued in many ways in post-modern art.   
 
The use of appropriated imagery by Sherie Levine takes this critique 
radically. She has rephotographed works of Walter Evans and Edward 
Weston, also repainted canonical works of Modernist art and exhibits 
them as her own work. Levine refuses to be original and argues that all 
art is copied from other art anyway. She deliberately avoids any level of 
self-expression. I think that her attitude is too extreme and destructive for 
the artist, because she undermines the transformations which occur in the 
process of ‘copying’.  
   
The vanishing of subjectivity in art and the deterministic tone of  Barthes 
and Foulcault’s discourses is problematic. The individual is not only 
positioned in relation to a rigid discourse but is also confronted with the 
fluid subjectivity of a desiring body. According to Michael Newman, it 
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has been an aim of postmodernism to reconcile discourse-theory with 
psychoanalysis 11 . The problems with this are that theories which allow 
autonomy for the subject collide with the claims of autonomy of art 
associated with modernist beliefs on self-expression, authenticity and the 
art object as commodity. On the other hand theory of discourse leaves no 
room to autonomy for the subject.  
 

 

 
Smith/Stewart, Gag, 1996, (detail). 

 
This problem could be associated with the old problem in aesthetics of 
negotiation of form and content, which go back to Plato and Aristotle 
times12 . And they seem to be inseparable: even formalist art can, in 
certain circumstances, have a degree of critical social content derived 
from its claim to autonomy, as expressed by Adorno (in‘Aesthetic 
Theory’, p.321). Also any radical political theory has to allow some 
degree of autonomy to the subject, as Michael Newman remarks 13. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
I think it is difficult to draw definitive conclusions for these problems, for 
the many layers of complexity involving the subject. My arguments may 
appear contradictory sometimes, because, in one hand I am in favour of a 
level of autonomy to the individual, for the possibility to make choices 
and exercise free will. The whole law in the Western world is based on 
free will and accountability for one’s acts. On the other hand I understand 
that if we consider problems in a larger scale, there is a great deal of 
determinism, and the theory of discourses makes perfect sense. 
 
In ‘Anxiety of Influence’, Bloom explored the intimacy of the individual 
artist, showing how an artistic identity is constructed as a result of a 
mediation between external influences and his/her own self, which could 
be extended to the negotiation of ideological discourses and desire. Thus, 
subjectivity is the dynamic intersection of inner and external structures. 
The artist’s self is not only constructed through interactions with 
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art/artists (past and present), but  is also influenced by ideological, social, 
cultural, gender, racial, psychological, biological and other aspects.  
 
If we consider only extremes in theories, we could be missing important 
aspects of the question. Levine exemplifies how far one can go in only 
one direction. The complete dismissal of personal participation in the 
production of art would leave a bleak future for artists. It is true that the 
conventions of the symbolic system of art are passed on through 
generations, but recurrent ideas are transformed in the process of 
transmission. Maybe this movement back and forward relates to 
conceptions of knowledge as a spiral, coming back to old problems, but 
with new perspectives. My argument may sound like the modern rhetoric 
of continuity with the past, but isn’t post-modern art also re-visiting the 
avant-garde? 
 
It is in the heat of the post-modern debate about originality and 
authorship that recent collaborations have emerged. Artist’s collaboration 
may offer an alternative to excessive individualism and at the same time 
is open to both multidisciplinary research and exploration of subjective 
issues.  
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Chapter II 

Artist’s Collaboration 
 
I intend to discuss the objectives and philosophical orientation of some 
collaborations in relation to different movements in art history. First I 
will examine some partnerships of the beginning of the century and 
discuss their intentions in relation to the aims of the avant-garde. 
Afterwards, I will talk about collaboration with the audience in the sixties 
related to Pop art, Happenings and conceptual art. I will also discuss the 
work of more recent teams of artists who have based their practice on 
research of other disciplines. 
 
Finally, the dynamics of collaborative practices will be considered more 
closely. Some distinctions will be made, followed by an analysis of 
different aspects of the process, such as the progression of the interaction, 
joint imaginings, and more importantly the dialogue.  
 
 

 
 

Sophie Tauber and Hans Arp, Dada-work, 1918-9. 
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The Avant-garde 
 
As a part of the Zurich Dada group Sophie Tauber and Hans Arp met and 
collaborated for 25 years. At the time of their encounter they had already 
established their own artistic identity. They participated in Dada 
teamwork, joint performances and group publications, but also produced 
their own collaborative drawings, wood sculptures and collages. Hans 
Arp said about collaboration: ‘I believe that collaboration is the solution 
and may bring us the harmony which would liberate art from its 
boundless confusion’1. The Arps believed that collaboration in art would 
be the first step to achieve the utopia of communion in society, as Renee 
Hubert remarked 2. This hope reflected the idealistic spirit of the avant-
garde of transforming society and rescuing art from the evils of 
capitalism.  
 
Another collaboration from the same period was the joint work of Georg 
Grosz and John Heartfield. Less romantic in their approach they took an 
overtly political position in face of the social crises of the inter-war 
period in Germany. They are credited as one of the precursors of 
photomontage, in which they used imagery from newspapers to deliver 
political messages against Hitler and capitalist militarism. 
 
In Russia, Futurism made a critique to individualism, authorship and 
originality as part of the anti-Western discourse, which was anchored on 
the nationalist feelings which grew in Russia since the mid-nineteenth 
century. 3 Goncharova and Larionov copied native imagery and 
appropriated traditional icons intending to create art with a Russian 
identity. Although they didn’t collaborate in making joint pieces, their 
method of work could be seen as collaborative and radically opposed to 
individualism in art. This  opposition continued in the teamwork of 
Socialist Realism, in 1920s, 1930s and 1940s, reflecting the socialist 
conception that art was no different from other forms of production.4 
 
Collaborating with the Audience  
 
A second wave of collaborations started around the sixties, as a reaction 
to abstract art which came to represent art as a commodity in a product-
oriented materialistic society. They were concerned with a critique of art 
as an institution and their attitude towards the audience was more 
inclusive, making an opposition to the elitist aspect of modern art. 
 
Johanna Drucker considers the early Happenings of the 1960s as 
‘collaboration without object’5. Their events had a collective 
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characteristic, where artists collaborated with each other and the 
audience. Allan Kaprow regarded the viewer as a collaborator in the 
making of the piece. Although Happenings aimed to blur the limits 
between artists and non-artists, some events, such as those of Fluxus, 
made clear distinctions between artists and audience which was 
reinforced by an admission charge 6. Other conflicting points were the 
claims against art commodification. The objects used in the performances 
together with their documentation became valuable relics in the art 
market. Even if the Happenings didn’t manage to achieve all of their 
aims, they succeeded in subverting some conventions of Modern art 
practice and created an art concerned with the daily life experience. This 
focus on the everyday continued in Performance, Body art, and has been 
articulated in many different ways in other art movements. 
 
Pop art also moved in this direction, focusing on modern consumer 
culture, also as an opposition to formalism. Andy Warhol’s work is very 
illustrative of the celebration of the modern world of mass production and 
mass consumption. This mentality is reflected in Warhol’s detached 
approach to the creative process. In his studio, the ‘factory’, many 
assistants worked with him in the making of the work, breaking with 
traditional notions of authorship. The book Screen Tests/A Diary was also 
the  result of a collaboration between Andy Warhol, Gerard Malanga and 
their audience. The work consisted of a collection of stills from film 
portraits of hundreds of people with a poem by Malanga for each image. 
The book mixed various social worlds of New York, which presented the 
artist’s personal friends, drug addicts and sexual affairs side by side with 
professional relationships and public figures. 
 
The work of the Brazilian artist Helio Oiticica also shows a 
preoccupation with the participation of the audience and social concerns. 
His ‘Parangoles’, (1960’s), were a kind of costume, made of fabric, 
plastic, and other materials, to be worn by the public. The work is only 
completed when in contact with its support, the body of the viewer. The 
audience then unfolds the Parangole-structure by performing various 
movements, dancing, ‘incorporating the work’. Oiticica also developed 
collaborative projects with Lygia Clark, such as ‘Dialogue of Hands’, 
(1966). They  were both part of the Brazilian Neo-concretist group, which 
broke with the formalist character of the Concretist movement. Oiticica 
and Clark centred the viewer in their practices, and worked as catalysts 
for them to have playful and fun experiences. Their work reaffirms the 
sensorial subjectivity of the body, and privileges experience over theory. 
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Helio Oiticica, Parangole P10, 1965, performed by Mosquito da Mangueira. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Helio Oiticica &Lygia Clark , ‘Dialogue of Hands’, 1966. 
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Collaboration between artists Based on Research 
 
A different view regarding theory was taken by the conceptual 
collaborative group Art & Language. For them theoretical discussions 
about art were art itself, and any sense of subjectivity was banned. Art & 
Language started in 1968 when Terry Atkinson, David Bainbridge, 
Michael Baldwin and Harold Hurrel formalised their discussions as an art 
practice and created a magazine which was the group’s work.  
 
 

 
 

Portrait of V.I. Lenin, in the Style of Jackson Pollock, 1980 
 
Their style was impersonal and their vocabulary deliberately difficult. 
They continued to be active throughout the seventies, eighties and 
nineties, but during this period Atkinson and others left the group. In 
1980 Art & Language had two members, Baldwin and Ramsden, who 
produced series of joke paintings, pastiches of various styles. In 1997 
Atkinson and Kosuth started Art & Language 2. Despite all turbulent 
fights within the group and with other conceptual artists, Art&Language 
has given valuable contribution to Conceptual art. On the other hand, the 
excessive rationality and intellectualism of the work made it unattractive 
for the public. The audience addressed was restricted to the art world and 
its critical impact in society, which as one of their aims was therefore 
very limited. 
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Architecture and Social Studies 
 
The photographic work of the duo Hilla and Bernd Becher was included 
in some early exhibitions of conceptual art, for its lack of subjective 
content. The Bechers hace photographed nineteenth century industrial 
buildings since 1957. They are attracted to them because of their 
anonymity and ephemerality. Along the 42 years of their collaboration 
they have developed an archival technique of documentation. Recorded 
mostly in black-and-white photographs, the pictures are displayed in grid 
formations which make the sequence look like an alphabet.  
 
 

 
 

Hilla and Bernd Becher, 1997.  
       
Langlands & Bell are also interested in architecture. They have been 
collaborating since 1987, and their work is based on research about the 
relationships between people and architecture. The work sometimes 
consists of replicas of buildings (prisons, churches, mosques, public 
institutions), presented in an antiseptic and impeccable way. The furniture 
pieces, such as ‘Interlocking Chairs’, reveal a level of intimacy, as they 
refer to the encounter of architecture with the body, and the interlacing of 
two elements. The work provides interesting material for  an analysis on 
how interior spaces affect or reflect the relationships people have with 
each other.  
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Langlands & Bell, Interlocking Chair, 1995, 92 x 94 x 62 cm. 

 
The Manchester based collaborative team of artists called TEA - ‘Those 
Environmental Artists’- is also concerned with the relationship between 
people with their environment. They aim to examine social networks and 
produce an art connected to everyday life. The project ‘Other people’s 
Shoes’, 1993-94, included various stages in which the artists interacted 
with people having different personal and professional relationships to 
shoes, a very mundane object. The project lasted eighteen months and 
involved community workshops (consumer research), factory residency 
(production), high street shop events (retail) and museum display of 
installation and performance pieces with shoes and their stories. They 
seem to be very good in engaging a wide range of audiences, and 
involving them in the projects in imaginative ways. 
 
Simon Grennan & Christopher Sperandio have worked in collaboration 
with the public in very humorous ways. At first they aimed to be as 
invisible as possible in their work, in Sperandio’s words: ‘Our original 
aim was to develop an ego-less artwork’7. The participant audience 
related, directed and edited the stories of their personal lives, which were 
later drawn by the artists and presented in the form of comic book cartoon 
strip. More recently they have started to include stories of their own lives 
and collaborative experience, foregrounding their participation. They 
acknowledge the Sociologist Pierre Bourdieu as a major influence and  
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TEA - Those Environmental Artists- ‘Other people’s Shoes’, 1993-94. 
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regard their practice as project of social investigation. The apparent 
banality of the work sometimes causes negative reactions in viewers 
seeking a stronger aesthetic quality in art. Sperandio understands this 
kind of attitude as snobbish: ‘The arts community is conflicted between 
engaging with our conceptual practice and wanting something to look at 
that reinforces their aesthetic superiority over the ‘regular Joe’ 8. 
Although I find their method of work more interesting than the results, 
their interaction with the audience is very successful. The humour is a 
delightful aspect, through which they convey more philosophical 
elements.   
 
 
 

 
 

Grennan & Sperandio, ‘Cartoon Hits’, 1996.  
 
 
Komar & Melamid is another duo who developed a collaboration with the 
audience. They interviewed two thirds of the world’s population about 
what they like and dislike in painting 9. Then they painted the most 
likeable and detestable paintings for each country, based on the findings 
of their research. The final piece consisted of many countries’ two 
paintings presented with the respective nation’s name. In the next room 
all statistic documentation was displayed. I find this work difficult to 
interpret, because in one hand the artists (in their interviews) seem to be 
genuinely taking their audience’s opinions into account, and taking the 
work seriously. On the other hand their attitude could be ironic: ‘... the 
outcome seems to be for them that if the you let the public to decide, there 
will be no art at all, just kitsch’, as Barbara Hess remarks.10  
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Ecology 
 
Artist’s collaborations concerned with environmental and ecological 
issues seem to have a less ambiguous attitude towards the audience. The 
French Gilles Bruni and Marc Barbarit have collaborated since 1987.  
They have produced numerous site-specific and ephemeral installations 
in the landscape of Western France, Italy and other countries. They also 
work with video, and are interested in developing an unobtrusive 
interaction with the natural environment. The work ‘La Tonnelle’ was a 
subtle intervention made on the path to a beach, for the passing public.  
 
Helen and Newton Harrison’s projects reveal their broad area of research 
which includes natural and urban environments, social and ecological 
aspects. They are specially concerned with preservation of the 
environment and sustainable development. The project ‘The Lagoon  
Cycle’ was the result of years of work, during which the Harrisons 
documented changes in the ecosystems of two artificial ponds, containing 
Sri Lankan crabs. The piece was presented as an installation with 
photographs, maps, diagrams and drawings. They have collaborated for 
30 years and are based in California.  
 
 
Subjectivity 
 
Post-modern critique to subjectivity suggests that the individual is the 
product of a particular intersection of a complex web of variables, as 
discussed earlier. Thus, instead of the impersonal universality emphasised 
in the modernist rhetoric, a new understanding of subjectivity appeared in 
art. Identity became an important aspect of post-modern art, reinforcing 
the specificity of the social, national, sexual or racial position of the artist. 
Autobiography became another tool for artists to deal with issues of 
identity. Lucy Lippard observes that although autobiographical art is 
personal, it is not solipsistic, or self contained 11. 
 
One of the most famous collaborative duos have put themselves in the 
centre of their work. Gilbert & George have stated, in the sixties, that 
they were ‘Living Sculptures’, making no distinction between their lives 
and their art. Since then they produced performances, drawings and more 
recently large scale photographs. Gilbert said about their work: ‘The most 
important thing is that our art has to be so human, so based on life, that it 
is not based on art. We made a big decision long ago- that we are it, and  
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Gilles Bruni and Marc Barbarit,‘La Tonnelle’, 1996, Langeland, Danmark.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Helen and Newton Harrison, ‘The Lagoon  Cycle’ (detail from installation), 
 1970’s and 1980’s 
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it with all our failures and everything’12. One of the consequences of 
being the object of their art is the exposure of themselves.  
 

 
 

Gilbert & George, ‘Front and Back and Piss’, 1996.  
 
Stephanie Smith and Edward Stewart’s collaborative work reflects their 
male/female relationship, bringing the private to the public space. They 
present their bodies as both subject and object of their art. Smith/Stewart  
produce performances to the camera, and present the work as video 
installations. In the piece ‘Dual’, a video shows the artists’ hands 
superimposed writing their names: he is right handed and guides her non-
writing hand to write her name. She is left handed and guides his non-
writing hand to write his name. They do it repeatedly until the written 
names dissolve into illegibility 13. This work is very suggestive of the 
blurring of mutual identification which occurs as the collaboration 
matures. It also illustrates that what lacks in one may be available in the 
partner, complementing and helping each other to fulfil their potential. 
 
 
The Dynamics of Collaboration 
 
Artist’s collaboration is a very broad term which embraces many kinds of 
work in conjunction. For this reason I feel the need to make some 
distinctions. Collaborations between artists and audience differ 
considerably in character from collaborations between artists. In the first 
ones, most of the times, the artist creates conditions for the participation 
of the audience, but s/he set the rules of the interaction. The decisions are 
mainly made by the artist, leaving possibilities for the participants to 
experience or create work. The credit for the work goes to the artist as the 
conceptual or intellectual author of the project. In artist’s collaboration, 
the principle of equality seems to be the basis for all collaborations I 
came  
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Smith/Stewart, ‘Dual’, 1997. 
 
across up to now. The important decisions are made together and the 
credit for the work is equally shared.  
 
Another distinction could be made in relation to collaborations between 
artists with an established reputation, and collaborations where the artists 
build up one artistic identity together. In the first kind of collaboration, 
partners work on few pieces together, and they may not work long 
enough to develop this ‘mixed’ identity. Some other artists like to 
develop collaborative projects side by side with individual practice, or 
engage in temporary collaborations.  
 
I will concentrate on collaboration where two or more artists operate 
under one name or shared signature. William Burroughs and Bryon Gysin 
(collaboration between artist and writer) have argued that in collaboration 
an anonymous and disembodied voice is created. This “third mind”, as 
they refer to it, is the outgrowth of two egos working in conjunction.14 As 
the collaboration develops, the tendency is the breaking up of the 
narcissistic egos. Marina Abramovich explains this when talking about 
her collaboration with Ulay: ‘In the beginning it was very difficult to 
forget all this ego thing, I, I, I; it was very clear which was each other’s 
part. Later there was a real symbiosis, a total mixture, so that we could 
melt everything together, so it didn’t matter who was making the work, or 
that it should be signed’ 15. In this way collaboration attempts to put the 
emphasis more in the work rather than on the ego of its authors. 
 
Gilbert & George don’t see themselves as collaborators, in the sense of 
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two people bringing their talents together, each one doing a different part 
of the work. George explains that: ‘We don’t think we are two artists. We 
think we are one artist’16. They say that their method of working is based 
on a simple rule: never discuss.‘We always say yes to each other’, 
explains George 17. At first when I read this I thought it went against an 
important point in shared authorship, which is discussion. Later I 
understood this as a positive attitude towards each other’s ideas. The 
dialogue starts from this level of openness to listen and consider the 
potential of a thought. As one engages with the other’s imagination, the 
process unfolds. 
 
 
 

 
 

Mike & Doug Starn, Self-portrait, 1987. 
 
In ‘Mimesis as Make-Believe’ (1990), Kendall Walton argues that 
imagining is not always a solitary activity, but can be a social affair. He 
talks about collaborative daydreams in which people blend their 
imaginative resources and are able to think of more things than when 
imagining alone 18. This can be felt in collaborative practices and many 
collaborators have acknowledged this: ‘We’ve done work individually, 
but the best work has always been collaborative’, says Doug Starn.19 
Also Jake and Dinos Chapman: ‘We’re only good enough to make one 
person’s work. Our own is crap!’20 (this position is questionable, because 
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one could argue that their joint work is also crap ...) 
 
In the conceptual development of a work, this joint imagining may 
happen many times, and is very frequent in the initial stages of a project. 
As the work progresses, criticism and the refinement of the concepts 
became a more important part of the dialogue. At many points partners 
complete the other’s idea, and sometimes criticises or opposes to it. This 
criticism creates interesting tensions which make the process dynamic. 
Melamid confirms this by saying: ‘It’s unbelievable luck that we found 
each other, because we are very, very different. That’s why it works. The 
work is more exciting because we have different perspectives on a 
project’21. The tension has to be enough to keep the edge sharp, as Ginzel 
(who collaborates with Kristin Jones) remarks 22, but it has to be balanced 
with a sort of kinship, otherwise the relationship would be heavy.  
 
 
 
 

 
 

Jane & Louise Wilson, ‘Normapaths’, film installation, 1995.  
 
The twin sisters Jane & Louise Wilson have done works which could be 
related to this tension/kinship balance. In the film installation 
‘Normapaths’, 1995, there is a scene in which the sisters embrace each 
other, one of them has a (prosthetic) foot in the place of her hand, and 
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caresses her sister’s face with it. There is a tense and violent feeling 
permeating the film sequences. In other works they have also explored 
themes of dislocation, uneasy and anxiety. In ‘Garage’, 1998, they jointly 
enacted auto-asphyxiation in an aquarium, showing pathological sides of  
relationships. 
 
The Dialogue 
 
The dialogue is the most important aspect of collaboration. It is out of 
conversations that the work develops. ‘All artists have internal dialogue. 
But we get the chance to have external dialogue too’, says Mike Starn.23  
This external dialogue may increase the potential of the work to develop 
further, because of two points: shared responsibility and lowering of self 
doubt. George (Gilbert & George) says that in collaboration self doubt is 
removed in the dialogue, because when the artist works alone, he/she may 
ask questions in front of the canvas, but will hear no answer, and adds: 
‘Whereas with two people you’ve always got an answer. Self doubt is 
vanishing.’24 I think that self doubt doesn’t vanishes completely because 
one can never be so sure, but the fact that the work results from two 
people’s critical perspectives, increases self confidence. Also the sharing 
of responsibility for the work encourages the artists to take more risks, as 
Ginzel remarks 25. 
 
Maybe we can trace parallels between the dialogue which occurs in the 
creative process of collaboration to the psychoanalytical dialogue. Lacan  
puts the art work in the same position of the analyst, as the object a, the 
gaze and the source of desire. The object a is a concept which belongs to 
the order of the real.  
 
Lacan has divided human reality in three orders: the imaginary, the 
symbolic and the real. The imaginary order is related to the construction 
of personal identity explained in the mirror phase, in which a socially 
accepted self is constructed to rule over instinctual drives. Pure desire is 
anti-social and is displaced into the unconscious. The symbolic order 
represents the entry into language which brings the social, cultural and 
linguistic laws to be incorporated to imaginary identifications. Our reality 
is a mixture of the imaginary and the symbolic orders.  
 
The real is where drive manifests itself, something which doesn’t belong 
to the imaginary, nor to the symbolic orders. The real would represent 
exactly what is excluded from our reality, something which isn’t 
symbolised, cannot be put directly into words nor image. The real is 
without meaning, is what we fail to situate and produces the impression 
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of something being mysterious or uncanny.  
 
This summary is simplistic, but it shows where Lacan situates the art 
work in relation to the other orders. Although the real (object a) is outside 
the visible world, it can be represented in art works and other ways. In 
seminar XI 26, Lacan demonstrated the connection between the subject, 
the object a and the other, in the following diagram: 
 

  Subject      Other                                
    object a 
 
In this illustration the object a doesn’t belong to the subject or the other. 
It is a being we cannot grasp or see, which has being lost or cut off to the 
subject, but slips out through the field of the other 27. So if we transpose 
this to the relationship between two artists the object a, is the art work, or 
this search for something the artists don’t know yet what it is. The shared 
work will have elements of the imaginary and symbolic orders too. The 
imaginary order relates to influences from the artists’ personal identities 
and the symbolic order would refer to the whole ‘frame’ of art as 
knowledge, conventions, artistic trends, market forces, philosophical 
references, etc. The work could also carry an element of the real (object 
a), or an ungraspable truth, through the manifestation of the unconscious 
in the process. The emergence of the unconscious in the analytical 
dialogue, is also caused by the presence of the object a represented by the 
gaze of the analyst.  
 
In the analytical process, different layers of meanings of signifiers 
(imaginary, symbolic, real) permeate the dialogue. There is the conscious 
level which carries the conversation going, but the direction is unknown. 
Similarly to this, in artistic production artists may have ideas about the 
content/form of a work, but as the process develops, unexpected 
directions may unfold. During the psychoanalytical process a 
deconstruction of structures is done through deep evaluation and analysis 
of words, concepts and values. In the creative process analogous events 
can happen, but it is through the building up of layers of meanings that 
this analysis may take place at first. Then when the work reaches the 
viewer, the process would continue in the reading. 
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34 

 
1, 2, Renee Hubert, ‘Sophie Tauber and Hans Arp: a Community of Two’; Art Journal, winter 1993, 
v.52, p.25. 
 
3. Tupitsyn, Margarita; ‘Collaborating on the Paradigm of the Future’, Art Journal, winter 1993, v.52, 
p.22. 
 
4. Melamid in an interview, Zorpette, Glenn, ‘Dynamic Duos’, Art News, v. 93, summer 94, p.165-9. 
 
5. Drucker, Johanna; ‘Collaboration without Objects in the Early Happenings’; Art Journal, winter 
1993, v.52, p.51. 
 
6. Ibid., p.57. 
 
7. Grennan & Sperandio, ‘Times Like These...’, Cornerhouse, Manchester,  printed in Leeds, by 
Jackson Wilson, 1995. 
 
8. Ibid. introduction. 
 
9. Hess, Barbara, Komar & Melamid, Flashart, n.197, Nov/Dec. 1997, p.118. 
 
10. Ibid. p.118. 
 
11. Lucy Lippard, cited by Christopher Reed, in the essay: Post Modernism and The Art of Identity, in 
‘Concepts of Modern Art’, edited by Nikos Stangos, London, Thames & Hudson, 1995, p. 277. 
 
12. Sylvester, David, interview with Gilbert & George; ‘I Tell You Where There’s Irony In Our Work: 
Nowhere, Nowhere, Nowhere’, Modern Painters, Winter 1997, Vol 10, Number 4, p.25. 
 
13. Smith/Stewart, art catalogue of exhibition ‘Hooded. Bared.’ at the Fruitmarket Gallery, Edinburgh, 
1998. 
 
14. Balken, Debra B., ‘Interactions bettwen Artists and Writers’, Art Journal, winter 1993, v.52, p.16. 
 
15. Marina Abramovic, interview with Woods, A. and Kevin Henderson, Transcript magazine, volume 
1, issue 3, published by University of Dundee, ISBN 1356-7624, p.15. 
 
 
16. Sylvester, David, interview with Gilbert & George, ibid. p.20. 
 
17.Gilbert & George, ibid p.19 
 
18. Walton, Kendall L., ‘Mimesis as Make-Believe: on the foundations of the representational arts’, 
Harvard, Harvard University Press, 1993, p. 18. 
 
19. Doug Starn, Zorpette, Glenn, ‘Dynamic Duos’, Art News, v. 93, summer 94, p.167. 
 
20. Chapman Brothers, Time Out magazine, suplement of ‘Sensation’ exhibition, Sept18-Dec28, 1997, 
Royal Academy of Arts,  p.14. 
 
21. Melamid, Zorpette, Glenn, ‘Dynamic Duos’, Art News, v. 93, summer 94, p.167. 
 
22, 23, 25. Zorpette, Ibid, p.167. 
 
24. Gilbert & George, ibid., p. 19. 
 
26, 27. Feldstein, Richard; Fink, Bruce; Jaanus, Maire; ‘Reading Seminar XI, Lacan’s Four 
Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis’, New York, State University of New York, 1995, p.143. 
 



 

35 

 
 

Conclusion 
 
 
The considerations about the artist’s autonomy discussed in the first 
chapter, lead to conclusions that the dilemma between the self and 
external influence, or psychoanalysis and discourse theory, asks for a 
mediation. With Bloom we followed the transformations of poetic ideas 
through the acts of revisionism. These transformations are part of the 
creative process involving many psychological events, conscious and 
unconscious interventions, as a negotiation of form and content, of 
subjectivity and the larger framing of historical and spatial contexts. 
  
Collaboration together with many other practices, challenges the 
modernist idea of the autonomous creator, and can be regarded as an 
attempt to end anxiety of influence. The externalisation of the inner 
dialogue, eliminates the preoccupation in repressing influence from 
others.  
  
As discussed in chapter II, the objectives of collaborative practices 
changed with time and reflected what was happening in the art world 
around them. At the beginning of the century, the Arps, Grosz and 
Heartfield, the Russians, and others shared the avant-garde idealistic 
conception of the historical development and believed in the 
emancipatory power of art for society; in the sixties and seventies, the 
collaborations of the Happenings, Pop and Conceptual art were 
committed to opposing formalist values, and to restore a social/critical 
dimension for art.  
 
The most recent collaborations seem to be favoured by the deconstruction 
of authorship by all these earlier generations of artists. The artists 
involved in joint practices now, seem to be more concerned with research 
of other disciplines, and less interested in making an opposition to 
modernist values, at least not with the same intensity of the sixties. The 
relationship with the market has also changed, with the realisation that 
maybe art is a commodity in the capitalist system, which is powerful 
enough to commercialise even anti-market art. Collaboration may even 
become a selling point for the work. 
 
Concerning the dynamics of collaboration, it seems to favour the work in 
many ways. It tends to focus more on the work rather than on the ego of 
the artists, because the ownership of ideas is lost with the many 
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manipulations occurred during the process. The built in criticism seems to 
increase the self confidence of the partners, who tend to take more risks. 
Individual differences are regarded as another good aspect, which would 
enrich the perspectives of a project. The dialogue diminishes personal 
interpretations of the work, which may have wider readings. 
 
The difficulties are that the continuity of the work depends on the ability 
of the partners to balance the tensions in the relationship. If the tension 
grows too much, the partners could give up the collaboration, and the 
projects would end. The criticism has to be balanced with a level of 
openness towards each other, otherwise it would be difficult to engage in 
joint reveries or imagine things together. If the relationship is too 
comfortable, the critical aspect may cease to exist and the quality of the 
work could suffer.  
 
The speculations about collaboration and the psychoanalytical dialogue, 
introduced points to be explored in further research. It suggests that the 
many possible layers of engagement with reality, described by Lacan, are 
present in the dialogue and in the the work as a result. Manifestations of 
the unconscious, would permeate the critical discussions, providing some 
conciliation to subjectivity and discursive theories. These are generalised 
ideas which need to be considered in deeper analysis in relation to many 
other aspects.   
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