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From the radical experimentation of Fauvism to the conceptual revolutions of the 1960s, the first half of the

twentieth century was a period of unprecedented artistic flux. Yet beyond the canvases and sculptures themselves,

a growing body of critical thought sought to make sense of these shifts. Art in Theory 1900-2000: An Anthology

of Changing Ideasby Charles Harrison captures that intellectual journey, compiling essays, manifestos, and
theoretical treatises that chart how artists, critics, and philosophers understood—and redefined—the nature of art
over a century.

In this article we will explore the anthology’s structure, its key contributors, and the major themes that emerge. We'll
also situate Harrison's work within the broader landscape of art criticism, highlighting why this collection remains
essential for students, scholars, and anyone fascinated by the evolving dialogue between art and theory.

Why Focus on 1900-2000?

Choosing the years 1900 to 2000 is more than a convenient chronological bracket; it marks a period of seismic
cultural change. The early twentieth century witnessed the rise of modernism, the devastation of two world wars,
the Cold War’s ideological battles, and the dawn of postmodern skepticism. These events shaped not only artistic
production but also the frameworks through which art was interpreted.

By concentrating on this century, Harrison’s anthology offers a lens into how art theory responded to—and was
reshaped by—political upheaval, technological advancement, and shifting social mores. Readers can trace a
narrative arc from the optimism of early avant-garde movements to the critical distance of postmodern critique.

Structure of the Anthology

The book is organized into six thematic sections, each reflecting a distinct epoch or theoretical trend. This layout
mirrors the way art historians and critics have traditionally broken down the century, yet Harrison interweaves cross-
references that illuminate continuities and ruptures across time.

1.The Dawn of Modernism (1900-1920)
Harrison opens with essays on Fauvism, Cubism, and early Constructivism. Key contributors include:

¢ Marcel Duchamp’s “The Formative Years” — an exploration of how his early works foreshadowed the
conceptual turn.

e Albert Gleizes — a treatise on the geometric fragmentation of space.
e Maximilien Luce — a critical analysis of the role of color in Fauvist expression.

This section sets the stage by highlighting the radical break from representational fidelity and the emergence of art
as an abstract, self-referential practice.

2.The Interwar Intellectual Landscape (1920-1945)

Between the wars, artists grappled with the aftershocks of World War | and the looming threat of another conflict.
The anthology presents:



e Louis Aragon’s “The Poetics of Surrealism” — examining how subconscious imagery offered a refuge from
reality.

e John Berger’s early essays on the relationship between politics and visual culture.

e André Breton's manifestos — a direct line from the surrealist dream to the concept of “automatic writing.”

These writings underscore a shift toward exploring the internal psyche as a canvas for societal critique.

3. Post-War Reconstruction and the Rise of Abstract Expressionism (1945-1960)
After WWII, the art world pivoted again. The anthology highlights:

* Willem de Kooning's “The Language of the Brush” — a meta-analysis of gesture.
¢ Mark Rothko’s essays on color field painting.
e Hans Arp’s reflections on “the child’s eye” in abstract composition.

These works illustrate how artists sought to rebuild meaning through color, form, and emotional intensity.

4. Pop Art, Minimalism, and the Critique of Consumer Culture (1960-1975)

During this period, art became a vehicle for social commentary. Key essays include:

¢ Andy Warhol's “The Factory” — a semi-autobiographical look at art production.
e Donald Judd’s “The Art of the Minimal” — a manifesto on spatial relationships.
» John Baldessari’s critique of appropriation.

These writings reveal how the commodification of art itself became a subject of inquiry.

5. Conceptual Art and the Dematerialization of the Object (1975-1990)
Conceptualism challenged the very notion of what art could be. The anthology features:
¢ Sol LeWitt’s “Paragraphs on Conceptual Art” — a blueprint for idea-driven creation.

¢ Joseph Kosuth's “The Art of Language” — an examination of signifiers.
e Carolee Schneemann’s feminist critique of the male gaze.

These texts underscore the shift from object to idea, redefining the artist’s role as a thinker rather than a maker.

6. Postmodernism and the Turn Toward Global Perspectives (1990-2000)
The final section surveys the late twentieth century’s pluralism:
¢ Yves Saint Laurent's commentary on the intersection of fashion and fine art.

¢ J. M. G. Le Clézio’s essays on cultural hybridity.
» Hito Steyerl's early writings on media art.

These contributions demonstrate how art theory expanded beyond Western paradigms to include global voices and
digital media.

Key Themes Across the Anthology

While each section focuses on distinct movements, several overarching themes weave through the entire collection.
Understanding these can deepen your appreciation of how art theory evolved.

1.The Tension Between Form and Context

From the formal experiments of early modernists to the contextual critiques of postmodernists, the anthology
illustrates a persistent dialogue: How does the physical form of an artwork relate to the cultural, political, or
philosophical context in which it exists?



2.The Role of the Viewer

Harrison’s selection emphasizes the shifting perception of the audience. Where early modernists treated the viewer
as a passive observer, later theorists position the audience as an active participant who co-creates meaning.

3.The Politics of Representation

From Surrealism’s dream logic to Pop Art’s critique of advertising, the anthology traces how artists interrogate who
gets represented, how, and why.

4. Materiality vs. Intangibility

The transition from the tactile brushwork of the 1920s to the conceptual installations of the 1980s marks a critical
debate about what constitutes the “object” of art.

Impact on Contemporary Art Theory

Although published in the early 2000s, Art in Theory 1900-2000: An Anthology of Changing Ideasremains a
touchstone for contemporary scholars. Its influence can be seen in several areas:

1. Interdisciplinary Approaches — The anthology’s inclusion of essays from literature, philosophy, and sociology
has encouraged a more holistic view of art criticism.

2. Digital Archival Practices — By providing a digital facsimile of the original essays, Harrison set a precedent for
making critical texts accessible online.

3. Pedagogical Frameworks — Many university courses now use the anthology as a core text for courses on art
history and theory.

Why Charles Harrison’s Curatorial Vision Matters

Charles Harrison is known for his meticulous research and his ability to weave disparate voices into a coherent
narrative. In this anthology, his editorial choices reflect a commitment to:

* Inclusivity — Featuring works from underrepresented artists and thinkers.

» Contextual Depth — Providing historical footnotes that situate each essay within its broader socio-political
landscape.

« Critical Accessibility — Translating dense theoretical language into engaging prose without compromising
intellectual rigor.

By doing so, Harrison invites readers to engage with art theory not as a closed, esoteric domain but as a living

conversation that shapes and is shaped by the world.

How to Use This Anthology in Your Study

Whether you are a student, educator, or enthusiast, here are practical ways to make the most of Harrison's
anthology:

1. Create a Thematic Map

Draw a timeline that links each section to major historical events (e.g., World Wars, the rise of consumer culture).
This visual aid helps contextualize theoretical shifts.

2. Compare Primary and Secondary Sources

Use the anthology’s primary essays alongside contemporary critiques to see how interpretations evolve over time.



3. Engage in Critical Discussions

Organize study groups or online forums where participants can debate the relevance of early 20th-century theories
to today’s digital art scene.

4. Write Reflective Essays

After reading each section, write a short essay on how the ideas presented resonate with current artistic trends,
such as Al-generated art or immersive installations.

Conclusion

Art in Theory 1900-2000: An Anthology of Changing Ideas by Charles Harrison is more than a compilation of
essays; it is a chronicle of the evolving dialogue between art and its surrounding world. By charting the century’s
most pivotal movements and the thinkers who shaped them, the anthology offers readers a comprehensive
roadmap of how artistic theory has adapted to, and influenced, the cultural, political, and technological currents of
the twentieth century.

Whether you're delving into early modernism, dissecting the rise of conceptual art, or exploring the nuances of
postmodern critique, this anthology provides the intellectual scaffolding needed to understand art's past and
anticipate its future. Embrace the anthology as a portal to the vibrant, ever-changing conversation that continues to
define what it means to create, interpret, and experience art.
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