
FORM? 
CONTENT?



Everything we might say about an artwork that is 
not neutral description of aesthetic properties is 
an attribution of content. If there is no such thing 
as neutral description, then all statements about 
art works involve attributions of content, whether 
acknowledged or not.

—  Thomas McEvilley,  
"Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird" 



To bring design out from under the thumb of 
content we must go one step further and observe 
that treatment is, in fact, a kind of text itself, as 
complex and referential as any traditional 
understanding of content. 

—  Michael Rock 
Fuck Content, 2009 



form = (a type of) content



1. Content that arises from the aspect of the 
artwork that is understood as representational





Relief with Enthroned Ruler, Chakalte’ (Guatemalan or Mexican, 
active ca. A.D. 750–800), late 8th century



Vessel, Mythological Scene, 7th–8th century 
Geography: Guatemala, Mesoamerica



2. Content arising from verbal supplements





Henri Félix Emmanuel Philippoteaux, The Battle of Waterloo: The British 
Squares Receiving the Charge of the French Cuirassiers, 1874,



Van Gogh, Wheatfield with Crows, 1890



This is the last picture that Van Gogh painted before he killed himself





Mick Jagger and Brian Jones going home satisfied after 
composing ‘I can’t get no satisfaction’





Herr and Frau Einstein shortly after the conception of their son, the 
genius Albert 



Title Slide

Fischli and Weiss, Suddenly this Overview, 1981/2006



3. Content arising from the genre or medium of 
the artwork



Mark Essen, Cowboy Ana, 2008, still image from 32-bit video game 

Thomas Eakins, Cowboys in the Bad Lands, 1888 





4. Content arising from the material of which the 
artwork is made



Michelangelo, David, 1501-1504
Janine Antoni, Lick and Lather,  
1993-1994



Title Slide

Shannon Ebner, The electric comma (A language of exposures) 2011



Title Slide

Thomas Hirschhorn, Gramsci Monument, 2013



This Is Our Work, 1993 Timeline, Whitney Museum, 2013



Vik Muniz, Pictures of Garbage, 2008



5. Content arising from the scale of the artwork



Title Slide

Richard Serra, Backdoor Pipeline, 2010



Willard Wigan



Lawrence Weiner, 2009



Yoko Ono, Water Piece and Earth Piece, 1963



The Klencke Atlas



Lonely Planet, The World



6. Content arising from the temporal duration of 
the artwork



Abu Simbel Temple of King Ramses II, 1264 - 1244 BC



Andy Goldsworthy, Touching north, North Pole, 1989



Code of Hammurabi, 1754BC



Title Slide



Title Slide



7. Content arising from the context of the work











Title Slide







The Yes Men, New York Times Special Edition, 2008



Julian Oliver and Daniil Vasiliev, Newstweek, 2011 
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Danielle Aubert, Excel Drawings, 2005-2008



8. Content arising from the work's relationship 
with art history



Marcel Duchamp, L.H.O.O.Q., 1919



9. Content that accrues to the work as it 
progressively reveals its destiny through 
persisting in time





















10. Content arising from participation in a 
specific iconographic tradition



Pietà of Tubądzin, 1450



Masaccio, Madonna and Child, 1426



Baciccio, The Pietà (Mary Lamenting the Dead Christ), 1667





Paul Rand, UPS Logo, 1961



Dexter Sinister Website



Dexter Sinister, We Would Like to Share (Some 
Thoughts on a Possible School Badge), 2006



11. Content arising directly from the formal 
properties of the work 



This Is Our Work, Ms. Foundation Timeline, 2013





12. Content arising from attitudinal gestures (wit, 
irony, parody, and so on) that may appear as 
qualifiers of any of the categories already 
mentioned. 







Barbara Kruger, untitled, 1987



Barbara Kruger, Untitled (Thinking of you), 1999-2000



13. Content rooted in biological or physiological 
responses, or in cognitive awareness of them. 



Chuck Close, Self Portrait, 2011



Bridget Riley, Fall, 1963



Bridget Riley Arrest 3, 1965









This list of thirteen categories is like a series of 
sample sightings of some great beast (Meaning) 
whose behavior is too complex to be fully 
formulated. As long as we chose to look for 
different ways to sort these things out we would 
find them.

—  Thomas McEvilley,  
"Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird" 



These 13 ways lot looking are not the only ways. 
There are many ways to look at form and 
understand it as an attribution of content.



This list of contents that arise among categories 
could be extended indefinitely. What is essential 
is that we begin to appreciate the complexity of 
what we do when we relate to an artwork.

—  Thomas McEvilley,  
"Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird" 



Not all works have all levels of content



It may be difficult to find a level of content in the 
work you have chosen. However, you should try, 
and if it really cannot be found, you must 
consider what the lack of that level of content 
means for the work.



WILDCARD: COLOR


