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Previously unpublished talk by and with Thomas McEvilley at 
Moore College of Art and Design, Philadelphia, on the occasion 
of the exhibition “Jo Baer: Recent Works,” March 3–April 1, 
1993. 
 
Thomas McEvilley: Recently, many things have changed about the way we view art and 
artists. One of the variables has to do with the traits that are expected in a career or oeuvre 
viewed in its broadest outline. Not long ago, an artist was expected to maintain a signature 
style more or less permanently. That was a part of the modernist ideology of art which 
assumed that artwork was based on aesthetic universals, or on the quest for them. In this 
view, if an artist were to change his or her style in mid-career, it meant either that the earlier 
work had not in fact been in contact with aesthetic universals, or if it had been, then the later 
work was not. An artist was, as it were, trapped in a style, or rather, trapped in a grip of the 
universals he or she had contacted. It was when Jackson Pollock changed his style in the 
early ‘50s that Clement Greenberg declared Pollock’s contact with the universals to have 
been broken. This was a part of the crypto-religious aspect of modernist aestheticism—an 
idea expressed long ago by Matthew Arnold about the aesthetics of his own time. In a sense, 
Post-Modernism consists simply in the exposure of the crypto-religious structure of 
Modernism, and in an attempt to genuinely secularize it. Nowadays, the saintly, religious 
aura that used to attach to the artist is seen as an embarrassment, as is the aura that once 
attached to the artwork as if it were a holy relic, and the deeply felt, personal style perceived 
as a sign of consecration, and so on.  

To younger artists who were not raised in the Abstract Expressionist era, style has 
come to seem a kind of counter or abstract token that can be taken up and put down in any 
number of ways, but generally without the deep sense of commitment that Modernist artists 
were required to show to it. In fact to many Post-Modernist artists, the idea of demonstrating 
a deeply felt sense of commitment to a style would itself be an embarrassment. Much Post-
Modernist art has existed precisely in a critique of the idea of style or its reduction to 
absurdity.  
Jo Baer’s oeuvre confronts these issues most interestingly. A critic who contemplates her 
oeuvre as a whole is struck at once by its rather clear division into two stylist areas, which 
Baer refers to as the American work and the European work. The two phases are separated 
from one another in time as well as in space, with the American work preceding the 
European work. The show which Elsa Longhauser has put together here at the Goldie Paley 
Gallery is a major exhibition of the European work, which is generally less well known than 
the American work. In the ‘60s and early ‘70s, the American period, Baer participated, rather 
centrally in my opinion, in a truly critical moment of art history. When I first saw her work of 
this period I was living in Houston and starting  research on the monochrome tendency in 
modern art. I remember my reaction when the Museum of Fine Arts there acquired a triptych 
of Baer’s white-edged canvases. Baer’s works had a simply stunning impact on me. I 
remember going back to the museum a number of times expressly to see them.  
      The time was around 1970. Aside from their great elegance of design and execution, 
Baer’s pictures seemed deeply meaningful to me and many others through to their sense of 
participation in history. This was the era when the project epitomized by Abstract 
Expressionism was at once being subjected to criticism and skepticism and also being 
carried forward with fervor and excitement. Along with Baer’s paintings, the works of Jules 
Olitski, Kenneth Noland, Larry Poons and others seemed to be carrying the Abstract 
Expressionist project towards something like a climax.  

This project had two aspects. The Kantian aspect, which was emphasized by 
Clement Greenberg, saw the culmination of art history as the reduction of the medium of 
easel painting to its absolutely essential elements--that is, the elimination of everything that 
was non-essential yet had clung to painting obstinately for so long. Not merely was narrative 
to be eliminated, but, more broadly, representation in general. And not merely representation 
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in general, but still more broadly, cognition. Greenberg had expressed this as a kind of self-
critique of painting.  

Baer’s stripped-down works seemed very pure embodiments of this critical process. 
Little remained to criticize, yet the absence itself was experienced as a fuller presence than 
the clutter of representation might achieve. An air of incredible integrity and self-confidence 
gleamed from the surfaces, where the internal emptiness of the canvas was the testimonial 
to the process of self-criticism and purification. This work was deeply and solidly located in 
the Modernist form of consciousness, more specifically, in what is nowadays called Late 
Modernism.  

The term Late Modernism relates to the second aspect of the Abstract Expressionist 
project, the Hegelian aspect, which appeared in the writings of Harold Rosenberg. Hegel of 
course had seen history as a kind of disguised form of providence or destiny. History in his 
view had an inner meaning and a goal, and hence an end that would be achieved when it 
reached that goal. Modernism was the full realization of this sense of history, and Late 
Modernism was somewhat apocalyptically and self-consciously aware of itself as 
approaching the end. Hegelian art historians such as Wölfflin saw art history as an especially 
clear manifestation of the process of history in general. In an essentially religious or 
prophetic way, the end of art history would be the sign of the end of history absolutely. That 
end would effectively consist of the full realization of the Kantian self-critique and the 
transcendence of both art and society into vaguely defined higher realms linked to concepts 
of fullness, emptiness, dynamic void and so on--essentially religious concepts, which 
seemed most fully realized in the various modalities of the monochrome or near-
monochrome painting. 
 Of course, this was also the era of Minimalism and Conceptualism, and Baer’s work 
of that time also relates to both of those tendencies. Its reductionism brings it into 
relationship with Minimalism, and its air of deeply critical self-consciousness brings it into 
relationship with Conceptualism. At that time, I believe that both of those movements, though 
they saw themselves as deeply opposed to the Abstract Expressionist project, were 
somewhat covertly still carrying it out in their relentless purism and their heady sense of 
careering towards some final or absolute articulation of nothingness. Baer’s work of that time 
related in strong and intelligent ways not only to the color field extension of Abstract 
Expressionism but also to Minimalism and Conceptualism. Although it was usually discussed 
during that period as if it were Minimalist painting plain and simple, this has never been 
convincing to me. I see in Baer’s work of those years a very heavy dose of the abstract 
sublime which connects the work less to Minimalism than to the Barnett Newman side of 
Abstract Expressionism.  

In 1975, at the culmination of this 15-year-or-so production, Baer’s work was shown in 
a one-person retrospective at the Whitney Museum of American Art, which is more or less 
the highest honor that the museum system in this country can confer on an artist. In that 
same year, she turned her back on the work. A reversal had already begun. Post-Modernism 
in the visual arts had reared its head conspicuously in Pop Art in 1962, the very year in which 
Baer first hit upon her white-centered, edge-painted format. Pop Art arose essentially to 
puncture the bubble of metaphysical pretensions surrounding abstract painting, to make a 
mockery of its crypto-religious ambitions. At about the time that Baer turned her back on 
abstract painting, representation began to come back in the form of New Image painting and 
so on. I’m not presuming to attribute motives to Jo Baer, but it’s my impression that around 
1975 she underwent what might be described as a crisis of conscience. At this time she had 
the seriousness and integrity to bail out of the Modernist project, seeing that it was 
essentially apocalyptic and doom-ridden and in a deep way counter-productive to the goals 
and values of life as conducted not in a vague or unformed spiritual realm, but in a body, in a 
society, in a history. Looking at it from the outside, I see the deep structural change in her 
oeuvre as a sign of a crisis of conscience which represents a new stage of realization in the 
process of self-criticism. Clearly Baer, like some of her contemporaries, could have kept on 
making the seminal work of the ‘70s for the rest of her life and have been pretty well 
guaranteed a place in art history. It was at this point that she moved to Europe and began to 



 3 

work at a kind of self-recreation which led to the phase which we’re calling the European 
paintings.  
 One way of characterizing this development in her oeuvre is to say that the American 
phase was Modernist and the European phase Post-Modernist. I think there’s a certain 
amount of validity to this way of describing it, although it’s not total. The European paintings 
involve the return to figuration, which is fundamental to the Post-Modern reorientation of 
painting. They also involve the process of quotation of motifs and images from earlier ages of 
history, which is one of the most widely acknowledged signs of Post-Modernism’s rejection of 
the idea of the pure linearity of history, which brought with it the doom-ridden concept of 
history’s end.  
 

 
We’re looking here at a work which quotes engraved images from the Magdalenian period of 
the upper paleolithic era. Over here, the figure on the lower left is a representation of a 
carved ivory. The figures in both of these pictures refer essentially to the theme of fertility, in 
part as it was embodied in paleolithic objects. 

 
Despite those recognizably Post-Modern aspects of her European work, Baer seems to me 
to have carved out a position for herself that’s not entirely conventionally Post-Modern. Partly 
this is because I sense that she feels a deep commitment to the development of style and a 
deep loyalty to what she has found and made into her style.  
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Again we’re looking at a work which quotes fertility icons from the Aurignacean and 
Magdalenian periods.  
 
Secondly, Post-Modernism’s well known resistance to meaning, its tendency as shown, say, 
in the works of Baudrillard and Richard Rorty, to deny access to anything like real meaning, 
does not accord with my sense of Baer’s European work, which seems to me to express a 
deep commitment to life and the viability of form to a degree that still has something of a 
Modernist intensity in it, though without the essentially world-negating transcendentalism of 
the Hegelian/Kantian position. Finally, I feel that Baer’s recent work, with its invocation of 
ancient societies that seem to have been more in harmony with nature than ours, involves a 
pre-Modern element too.  
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This is one of the pictures in a recent show. It’s from 1991, I believe. In the lower left hand 
corner, there’s a figure that’s based on the famous paleolithic painting called the “Sorcerer of 
Les Trois Frères.” I think that the figure in the upper left-hand corner is from Lascaux. At the 
bottom of the picture in the middle there’s another representation of a paleolithic shaman 
from the Aurignacean and Magdalenian cavern wall paintings.  
 
It’s in this way that Baer’s European work strikes me as relating to history in a new, coherent 
way. Rather than throwing the deck of cards of history up in the air and letting them fall 
where they may, as the younger, conventional practitioners of Post-Modernism, who were 
not raised and did not begin their work in the Abstract Expressionist period, tend to do, 
Baer’s quotation of life forms from the Paleolithic era suggests an urgent affirmation of the 
viability of the human project. It also implies a sense of needing to start over again, to re-
contact the foundations. In her transition from the American period to the European phase of 
her work, she in effect went from the end of art history right back to the very beginning of art 
history, implying something cyclical, but even more, implying a quest for a renewal of a 
tradition that seemed to have exhausted itself. 

 I further see in the European work not so much a rejection of Baer’s earlier aesthetic 
direction as a de-metaphysicalizing of it. More delicate in a way than the American paintings, 
the European ones still retain, through the  historical jumble of representation and quotation, 
a fidelity to an emptier, lightly touched field  which I elsewhere compared to a sensitive 
membrane on which images seem to register themselves spontaneously. I’m going to read a 
few lines now from a review of some of these paintings that I wrote several years ago.1 
 

                                            
1 Artforum, May 1987, p. 141.   


