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1. Introduction
In November 2007 at Sotheby's, “Untitled – Cowboy” by Richard Prince fetched 3.4
million dollars, becoming one of the most expensive photographic works ever sold at
auction (f.1)1. The picture, which depicts a cowboy in a ranch corral, was produced by rephotographing a popular Marlboro advertisement. The caption, promoting the cigarettes’
brand, was removed and the resulting image enlarged. Behind this work by Prince there are
several other images of various origins: the multiple and reproducible advertisements, an
original shot of a commercial photographer and a plethora of western film scenes that
nourish the mythological content of the image. It is rather evident that each of these images,
despite their visual resemblance to the others, has very different functions, values and
destinations.2
Likewise, the artworks of the American artist Elaine Sturtevant are detailed reproductions
of other artists’ works, such as Andy Warhol, Félix Gonzales-Torres and Jasper Johns
(f.17). Her body of work benefits from a wide acceptance by scholars and cultural
institutions and reached more than a hundred thousand dollars at auction.3 Still, this
success is not comparable to that achieved by the originals Sturtevant reproduced.
Sturtevant's case remains nevertheless exceptional. Today almost every copy or
reproduction of artworks has practically no value or is rejected as forgery:4a condition,
which is nowadays characteristic of the large majority of the available images. From
the birth of mass media at the end of the nineteenth century to the astonishing growth of
the Internet during the last two decades, the numbers of images, reproduced in countless
copies, have never stopped drastically increasing.5 In the era of mechanical reproduction,
1

See the auction's result on www.sothebys.com (01.05.2013).
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For a good bibliography on Richard Prince see SPECTOR, Nancy, Richard Prince, New York: Guggenheim

Museum Publications, 2007.
3

In May 2012 the work Johns Target with Four Faces by Sturtevant was sold at Christie's for $314,500. See

www.christies.com (01.05.2012). Johns Target with four Faces is based on the series Target with Four Faces,
by Jasper Johns.
4

On Sturtevant see MACULAN, Lena, Elaine Sturtevant. Catalogue raisonné 1864 – 2004: Gemälde,

Skulptur, Film und Video, 2004.
5

See: LOAN David, STOVALL, James et STARTT James, The Media in America: a History, Worthington
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this abundance has violently shocked the ancient scales of western cultural values and has
thus occupied a central position in the twentieth century discussion on art. From Duchamp
and Benjamin to Belting and Danto, many scholars have investigated this subject.6 It could
therefore seem difficult and perhaps pretentious to add something new to the discussion
today.
So-called “appropriation art” offers a good perspective on the phenomenon of images in
circulation and multiplication. Indeed, this rather complex and heterogeneous
denomination has been used to classify artists, like Prince or Sturtevant, whose particular
techniques include the reproduction, reuse and reworking of previously existent images
and styles. With different degrees of intention, these artists have explored some central
issues of image dissemination; offering interesting and innovative approaches towards this
subject.
During the past thirty years, appropriation art has given rise to an important number of
studies. Yet, even though scholars have analysed particular manifestations of appropriation
art, an overall historiographical and historical approach is still not available. Therefore, one
who desires to explore this field of enquiry shall expect to be confronted by a fragmentary
discourse, composed of numerous analyses, which are often isolated if not even conflicting.
To trace a general map of the subject would certainly be an ambitious aim, which largely
exceeds the limits of this short paper. Therefore the purpose is twofold: first to survey this
Ohio : Publishing Horizons, 1989; BELLANGER, Claude, GODECHOT, Jacques (et Alii.) (dir.), Histoire
générale de la presse française, Paris : Presse Universitaire de France, 1972, 3 Vol. More specifically, on the
first developments of photography in the newspapers, see: GIORDANO, Michele, La stampa illustrata in
Italia dalle origini alla Grande Guerra : (1834-1915), Milano : Guanda, 1983; BACOT, Jean-Pierre, La
presse illustrée au XIXe siècle : une histoire oubliée, Limoges : PULIM, 2005.
6

The bibliography is huge. See for instance BENJAMIN, Walter, « L’œuvre d’art à l’époque de sa

reproductibilité technique » in Œuvres III, Paris : Gallimard, 2000 [1936], p.269-316; BENJAMIN, Walter,
“The Author as a Producer” in BENJAMIN, Walter, Understanding Brecht, London: NLP, 1977 [1934], p.83
– 103; MALRAUX, André, Le Musée imaginaire, Paris: Gallimard: 1965; BELTING, Hans, The end of the
history of art, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987; DANTO, Arthur C., “Narratives of the End of Art”
in Grand Street, 8, 3, 1989, p.166-181. On art in the Internet era see DAVIS, Douglas, “The Work of Art in
the Age of Digital Reproduction (An Evolving Thesis: 1991-1995), Leonardo, Vol. 28, No. 5, Third Annual
New York Digital Salon (1995), p. 381-386.
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wide territory of knowledge in order to, at least, formulate a general idea of its extension
and, if possible, of some of its major features. The second purpose is to assemble a basic
bibliography and identify some key problems. This thesis should therefore be perceived as
a primary tool for further research.
To begin, a particular definition of appropriation art is considered and specifically its use
in the speech by the legal defence for the famous contemporary forger: Wolfgang
Beltracchi.
From there, additional as well as possible understandings of appropriation art according to
today’s vernacular are identified and analysed, beginning with a short history of the term
appropriation and then by situating it in the more general history of reuse in western art.
Finally, a confrontation between the definitions emerges and the features of Beltracchi's
forgeries help to trace, even if in a very sketchy way, some limits and characteristics of the
appropriation art phenomenon through its western and contemporary manifestations.7

2. The Beltracchi Case
The year 2010 saw the emergence of what has been called “the biggest art forgery scandal
in post-war Germany”.8 The forger Wolfgang Beltracchi and his team of accomplices
composed of his wife Helene, her sister Jeanette Spurzem and Otto Schulte-Kellinghaus

7

The concepts of appropriation and forgery are always related to the context in which they are observed. The

focus of this research is limited to a contemporary western perspective. See: BOWDEN, Ross, “What is
Wrong with Art Forgery?: An Anthropological Perspective” in The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism,
57, 3, 1999, p.333-343.
8

www.artnet.com/magazineus/news/von-spesshardt/jaegers-collection-forgers-on-trial-9-1-11.asp

(05.01.2013). The case has been largely commented on in the press. See for instance:
www.spiegel.de/international/zeitgeist/copying-the-expressionists-germany-s-mega-forgery-scandal-getseven-bigger-a-734798.html (10.03.2013) www.spiegel.de/international/germany/spiegel-interview-withwolfgang-beltracchi-confessions-of-a-genius-art-forger-a-819934-2.html (10.03.2013);
www.faz.net/aktuell/kunstfaelscher-prozess-das-schicksal-korrigieren-11508538.html (10.03.2013).
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were arrested and accused of having produced and sold more than fifty fake paintings for a
sum exceeding sixteen million euros. Among the victims of the fraud were some of the
world’s leading auction houses, such as Christie's and Lempertz, as well as international
merchants, museums and art historians. Wolfgang Beltracchi was specialised in the
production of fake paintings of classical moderns, like Fernand Léger, André Derain and
Max Pechstein. He did it so successfully that some of his canvases have been included in
international retrospectives, for example La forêt, exhibited in a Max Ernst show at the
Metropolitan Museum of Art. The painting had been previously certified as authentic by
some members of the Max Ernst family and by international experts (f.2).9
At the beginning of the 1990s, Beltracchi's wife and her sister approached some auction
houses claiming to have inherited two collections. One was alleged to come from Helene's
grandfather, the businessman Werner Jäger who died in 1992.10 According to their story,
Werner Jäger was the client of Alfred Flechtheim (1878-1937), a famous Jewish gallery
owner, whose business was seized by the Nazis. Jäger, they said, had bought many art
pieces from Flechtheim and hid them during the Second World War in the mountains near
Cologne. Interestingly, fake documents and photographs confirmed the collection’s
authenticity. Exemplary of these is a photograph of Helene, disguised as her grandmother,
posing in front of so-called “original works” (f.3).
Some of the forged artworks were based on originals, which had disappeared during the
turmoil of the Second World War. Other works were entirely invented by copying the style
of famous masters, such as those who Beltracchi and his co-conspirators attributed to the
contrived “Knops collection”.
A first suspicion of forgery came from a Georg Grosz expert, Ralph Jentsch, who
questioned the authenticity of the Gallery Flechtheim labels on the back of the pictures, but
9

Among them Werner Spies, one of the major specialists of Max Ernst. In an interview he gave to the

German television, he claimed that "Das war nicht nur ich, das waren alle Leute, die die Bilder damals
gesehen haben. Alle Museumsdirektoren, alle Kunsthändler: Niemand konnte Verdacht schöpfen. Auch die
Frau von Max Ernst war überzeugt. Was soll ich dazu sagen?"
www.3sat.de/page/?source=/kulturzeit/lesezeit/163697/index.html (10.03.2013).
10

For a lists of the works forged by Beltracchi, see: service.kunstversteigerer.de/bdk/de/dkw/katalog.pdf

(11.03.2013).
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not the painting itself. Two years later the possibility of forgeries leaked out and the police
started an investigation, which led to discovering signs of forgery that included fake labels,
misspelled artists’ names and the use of titanium white – a pigment that was only
developed after the Second World War.11 Beltracchi and his partners were brought to court
and condemned for commercial fraud, respectively receiving sentences of six years for
Beltracchi, four years for both Helene Beltracchi and her sister, and five years for the forth
accomplice.
During his defence speech, Beltracchi tried to justify his procedure. As it has been reported
in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, he explained: “[…] he didn't accept the fate, he
corrected and challenged the system. And he also corrected the fate in an art historical
sense: he doesn't fake, in the sense he makes copies. He puts the artists on the couch, he
asks them and their works what they wanted to express. Then he paints, having regard to
the developments of the art history, what the ideal Max Ernst or the ideal Campendonk
have not painted in the bustle and distractions of their present times. He paints, as he said,
what cannot lack among the works of these painters. It's a form of “appropriation art”,
which Beltracchi highly intelligently turns against lovers and dealers, which wait for new
discoveries after the death of their artists.”12
The speech was not so efficient; Beltracchi did not prevent the sentence for his crimes of
commercial fraud and he was sent to jail. Nonetheless, his assertion to be an artist and not
a forger, and more precisely an artist associated with what today is called “appropriation
art”, remains problematic. Throughout history, the legal system has frequently manifested
clear difficulties in judging what is and what is not art. A notorious case is that concerning
11

www.artnet.com/magazineus/news/von-spesshardt/jaegers-collection-forgers-on-trial-9-1-11.asp.
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“Hier beginnt der Roman Beltracchi, der die Leute für ihn einnimmt: Er akzeptiert das Schicksal nicht, er

korrigiert es und fordert das System heraus. Und er korrigiert auch im kunstgeschichtlichen Sinn das
Schicksal: Er fälscht nicht, in dem er Kopien herstellt. Er legt die Künstler auf die Couch; er fragt sie und
ihre Werke danach, was sie eigentlich ausdrücken wollten-und malt dann, in Kenntnis des Fortgangs der
Kunstgeschichte, den idealen Max Ernst oder den idealen Campendonk, den diese im Gewusel der
Möglichkeiten und den Ablenkungen ihrer Gegenwart nicht gemalt haben. Er malt, wie er es sagt, die Bilder,
die im Werk dieser Künstler nicht fehlen dürfen. Es ist eine Form von „Appropriation Art“, die Beltracchi
hochintelligent gegen Liebhaber und Händler wendet, die nach dem Tod ihrer Künstler auf Neuentdeckungen
hoffen”, quoted from MAAK, Niklas, “Das Schicksal korrigieren” in Frankfurter Allgemeine, 27.10.2011
www.faz.net/aktuell/kunstfaelscher-prozess-das-schicksal-korrigieren-11508538.html.
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the Oiseau dans l'espace of Brancusi.13
It would therefore be imprudent to blindly trust a legal judgement, if related to an art issue.
Indeed, the Beltracchi case reveals the necessity for an inquiry about the definition of
appropriation art through an art historiographical perspective.

3. Historiography
The complexity of this field of inquiry is obvious when considering the state of the
research on appropriation art. In fact, although the texts related to this subject are
extremely numerous, little research, within the huge available bibliography, has developed
a historical approach. Furthermore, it constitutes a rather fragmentary and heterogeneous
ensemble, and tends to focus on specific aspects of the problem that avoid a synthesis or
historiographical perspective. It is therefore important to stress that presently a history of
appropriation art still largely remains to be written.
The appearance of historical research on appropriation art can be dated from the middle of
the 90s, and is located within the first attempts to produce art historical syntheses of the
previous decade. A first example is the monumental work of Irving Sandler, Art of the
Postmodern Era, from 1996.14 In this book, which remains still today a major reference
among the studies on the American art scene of the 80s, Sandler dedicates some pages to
specific examples of appropriation art: the works of Sherrie Levine and Richard Prince.15
Sandler’s study inaugurates a trend, which has become almost exclusive in subsequent
research, which is to restrict the analysis to rather specific artists instead of producing a
general view of the problem. Similarly, in 1996 Alice Wagner published a book on
appropriation dedicated specifically to the works of Bidlo, Koons and Levine. In 1999,
Rebbelmund produced a larger analysis trying to establish a genealogy of appropriation art
13

BORREL, Pascale et HOHLFELDT, Marion, Parasite (s). Une stratégie de création, Paris: L'harmattan,

2010, p. 123-127.
14

SANDLER, Irving, Art of the Postmodern Era. From the Late 1960s to the Early 1990s, New York: Icon,

1996.
15

WAGNER, Aline, Appropriation art. Untersuchungen am Werk von Mike Bidlo, Jeff Koons and Sherrie

Levie, 1996.
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through the twentieth century. Her work culminates with the works of Jeff Koons,
Sturtevant and Bidlo, among others.16 More recently, in 2011, this approach has been
further applied in the book The Metareferencial Turn, which has maintained, as exemplary
of appropriation art, such artists as Bildo, Levine, Longo, Prince, Sturtevant and
Pettibone.17 Despite the undeniable high quality of all the above-mentioned studies, the
issues they raise are numerous. To synthesise them shortly, they limit the appropriation art
phenomenon to a rather defined group of artists. Moreover, they suggest that the
development of appropriation is based on a series of previous manifestations of reuse
techniques that have diffused since the beginning of the twentieth century.
Beginning in 2010, a new tendency within the studies on appropriation started to shake up
this kind of perspective, as for instance in the collective book Reuse Value, Spolia and
Appropriation in Art and Architecture, from Constantine to Sherrie Levine, which explored
the existence of “re-employment” procedures that were already in use during Antiquity,
and correlated such procedures to appropriation art.18 Likewise, the exhibition Déjà-vu?:
die Kunst der Wiederholung von Dürer bis Youtube, at the Kunsthalle Karlsruhe produced
a historical view of appropriation from Renaissance to contemporary art.19 Similarly, the
book Reframing Albrecht Dürer from 2013 analysed this same issue from 1528 to 1700.20
As a primary consequence, appropriation can now be inserted into a much broader
historical perspective and it is no longer confined to the twentieth century, nor to the
dialectic between modernism and postmodernism.
Some other recent studies focused on the period between the end of the 70s and the 80s,
have produced an important number of new data on the diffusion of appropriation's
16

REBBELMUND, Romana, Appropriation Art, die Kopie als Kunstform im 20. Jahrhundert, Frankfurt am

Main: Lang, 1999.
17

The Metareferential Turn in Contemporary Arts and Media, Werener Wolf (ed.), Amsterdam [u.a.] :

Rodopi, 2011. For a further bibliography see Imperialism, Art and Restitution, John Henry Merryman (ed.),
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006, n.106 p.158.
18

Reuse Value, Spolia and Appropriation in Art and Architecture, from Constantine to Sherrie Levine,

Richard Brilliant and Dale Kinney (ed.), Farnham: Ashgate, 2011.
19

Déjà-vu? Die Kunst der Wiederholung [Staatliche Kunsthalle Karlsruhe, 21. 04.-05. 08. 2012], Bielefeld:

Kerber, 2012.
20

BUBENIK, Andrea, Reframing Albrecht Dürer: the Appropriation of Art, 1528-1700, Surrey, Burlington,

VT: Ashgate, 2013.
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techniques. A major example is the exhibition Postmodernism, Style and Subversion at the
Victoria and Albert Museum and at the Landesmuseum in Zurich.21 The show explored
music, design and architecture of the 70s and the 80s, and revealed how strongly this
period was characterised by an overwhelming presence of reuse techniques. In a similar
way, for the first time in 2009, the exhibition The Pictures Generation at the Metropolitan
Museum produced a comprehensive study on the artists – such as Prince, Levine,
Goldstein and many others – affiliated with the art space Artists Space and the gallery
Metro Pictures.22 This historical overview explored in detail the development of the
practice of reusing images among these artists, stressing variety and similarities between
their different productions.
The historical research on appropriation art is thus relatively recent and highly dynamic.
Yet, many issues related to this subject remain unexplored. For instance, it is still unclear
how and when the term “appropriation art” appeared, how it developed and how it became
largely diffused at the beginning of the 90s. These questions are central to understand the
current use of the term appropriation.23
If the historiography on appropriation art is still relatively young, it is important to stress
the available literature on this subject largely exceed the limits of art history. In fact, since
the end of the seventies artists and critics have produced a large amount of theoretical texts,
which are largely based on the works of authors like Benjamin, Derrida, Baudrillard,
Foucault, Barthes and many others.24 Furthermore, these rather complex references must
21

Postmodernism : Style and Subversion, 1970-1990, Glenn Adamson (et al.) (ed.) London : V&A Publishing,

2011
22

The Pictures Generation, 1974 – 1984 [in conjunction with the Exhibition "The Pictures Generation, 1974-

1984", on view at The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, from April 21 to August 2, 2009], Douglas
Eklund (ed.), New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2009. For a similar approach see Appropriation,
David Evans (et alii.), London: Whitechapel, 2009, p. 12 – 23.
23

A comprehensive list of historical works on appropriation is certainly much more voluminous, if considered

all the texts produced on specific artists. For a general approach see also: WELCHMAN, John, Art after
Appropriation: Essays on Art in the 1990s, Amsterdam: G+B Arts International, 2001; GRAW, Isabelle, Wo
Aneignung war, soll Zueignung werded. Faszination, Subversion und Enteignung in der Appropriation Art in
Louise Lawler and others, [Kunstmuseum Basel, Museum für Gegenwartskunst, 15.5. - 29.8.2004],
Ostfildern : Cantz, 2004, p.45 – 67.
24

For an introduction on the relationship between eighties art scene and French critics, see: SANDLER, 1996,
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be considered within the larger development of linguistics and semiotics during the
twentieth century. In so doing, studies of appropriation art radically exceed the limitations
of art history alone to penetrate very different fields of knowledge such as economy,
philosophy and anthropology, whose languages not only are not harmonised, but often
conflict.25 As suggested by such authors, as Bataille or Deleuze appropriation is a major
issue in western culture, radically challenging the relationship between human beings and
society.26 Therefore, it is possible to think that its manifestation through the arts is only a
minor aspect of a much larger phenomenon. Appropriation art remains thus a quite
sensitive subject. Frequently, artists like Prince or Koons have been brought to court
accused of copyright infringement. Furthermore, among scholars, appropriation art still
encounters scepticism and rejection. Revelatory are the words of Donald Kuspit, who in an
article from 2011 asserted: “Unable to make contact with the unconscious and make
serious art, let alone make art new, the postmodernist envied the modernist past,
appropriating its creative achievement, which is what Sherrie Levine did when she added
her signature to the works of various modernist artists. It was hardly a creative,
imaginative act, indeed, it signalled a complete lack of creativity and imagination. Envy
feels persecuted by what it envies, as the psychoanalyst Melanie Klein says, and
defensively destroys it, as she adds, and Levine destroyed the modernists by appropriating
and persecuting them with her envy. Appropriation is uncreative, unimaginative, paranoid
and destructive, and with that stupid and unfeeling. Indeed, envious aggrandisement is
symptomatic of lack of capacity for attuned insight- the insight that comes from
atonement.”27

p.332-374.
25

On the fragmentation of languages see LYOTARD, Jean-François, La condition postmoderne, Paris: Les

Edition de Minuit, 1979.
26

On the problematic limits of the appropriation phenomenon we can refer to the hypothesis of Deleuze and

Guattari, who saw in appropriation a leading characteristic in the development of sedentary societies.
DELEUZE, Gilles, GUATTARI, Félix, “Appareil de Capture” in Mille Plateaux, Capitalisme et
Schizophrénie 2, Paris: Les Edition de Minuit, 1980, p.528-591. See also : G e o r g e s B a t a i l l e , " T h e U s e
Value of D.A.F. de Sade (An Open Letter to My Current Cormades),", in Visions of
Excess: Selected Writings, 1927-1939, Minneapolis: UMP, 1985.
27

Reuse Value. 2011, p.239.
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4. Dictionaries
The term appropriation derives from the Latin verb appropriare, which means to take
possession of something.28 The same meaning is maintained through the Middle Ages with
the English verb appropriaten and the noun appropriacioun.29 Actually, any important
transformation in the meaning of this word does not appear until the end of the twentieth
century. In the 1989 edition of the Oxford Dictionary one finds the term “appropriation”
defined as: “the making of a thing private property, whether another's or as now
commonlyone's own; taking as one's own or to one's own use.”30 Similarly the Webster
New Explorer Encyclopaedic Dictionary of 2006 lists the meaning of appropriation as: the
act to take exclusive possession, the act of taking or making use without rights.31 In the
vernacular language the significance of the term “appropriation” has, until very recently,
maintained its previous meaning; the transfer of possession, but now it can be legal or
illegal.
Only very recently has the term been included in art dictionaries, and that has only
occurred in a few cases. An example is the Oxford Dictionary, which in its Draft Addition
of October 2001 included:
“Appropriation Art, (orig. US) The practice or technique of reworking the images
or styles contained in earlier works of art, esp. (in later use) in order to provoke
critical re-evaluation of well-known pieces by presenting them in new contexts, or
to challenge notions of individual creativity or authenticity in art.”32
Such an insertion of “Appropriation Art” into dictionaries is contemporary. Nonetheless, it
overlaps with a much older understanding of the term, which is appropriation intended as
28

Thesaurus Linguae Latinae, Libsiae: B.G. Tevberneri,1940-1951, Vol.II, p.316.

29

Middle-Age English Dictionary, Hans Kurath (ed.), Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1956, Vol.1,

p.340.
30

The Oxford English Dictionary, J.A. Simpson and E.S.C. Weiner (ed.), Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989,

Vol.1, p.587.
31

Webster's New Explorer Encyclopaedic Dictionary, Springfield: Merriam-Webster, 2006, p.88.

32

The additions of the Oxford Dictionary are published online:

http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/9877?redirectedFrom=appropriation#eid (01.02.2013).
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transfer of property or possession. The relationship between the early meaning and the
more recent definition of appropriation art remains problematic. Indeed, “reworking”
doesn't implicate any transfer of ownership, with the exception of some very specific cases.
Therefore, the choice to utilize the term appropriation in reference to reuse practices is not
necessarily accurate and needs to be questioned. Moreover, it is possible to ask to what
extent the historical significance of appropriation has influenced the present perception of
appropriation art.
Lastly, the definition suggested here for appropriation art is extremely broad. Though the
term is recent, it can be applied to many examples throughout the history of art.

5. Some Roots of Appropriation
It is difficult to find an origin of the practice of appropriation in artistic fields as it is
described in the Oxford Dictionary. A first glance at the history of western art gives the
impression that appropriation has been present throughout the ages. In fact, recent research
has pointed out that some forms of reuse of styles and materials were already current in
Ancient Greece, the Roman Empire, and Ancient Egypt.33 The arch of Constantine in
Rome is perhaps the most famous, although quite late, epitome of this phenomenon (f.4).34
This huge monument, situated near the Coliseum and dating to the beginning of the fourth
century, is essentially composed of sculpted marble extracted from other more ancient
monuments, such as possibly the Trajan's Forum, from the beginning of the second century.
Strangely enough, the Middle Ages are still largely absent in studies on the origins of
appropriation, although among medievalists the reworking of styles and materials is
considered a primary feature of the cultural production of this historical period. Examples
can be found in the reuse of antique gems in the production of miniature books, as well as
in the astonishing persistence of iconographies on icons and in the decorations of
33

For an interesting overview, see Reuse Value,, 2011.

34

On the Arch of Constantine, see LIVERANI, Paolo, "Reading Spolia in Late Antiquity and Contemporary

Perception" in Reuse Value, 2011, p.33-48; ELSNER, Jas, “From the Culture of Spolia to the Cult of Relics:
The Arch of Constantine and the Genesis of Late Antique Forms” in Papers of the British School at Rome, 69,
2000, p.149-184.
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churches.35 Far from being exclusively utilitarian and dictated by scarcity, this procedure
occupies a central place in a rather homogeneous Weltanschaaung. Some architectural reemployments are particularly revelatory as in the case of Venice, after the fourth crusade,
with the reuse of an important number of looted statues and carved stones imported from
Constantinople. Those were inserted into the architectural body of St. Marc’s dome and
associated with new artworks that were produced in Venetian ateliers and had a
“Constantinopolitan” style. The aim of this procedure was likely to declare by means of
visual language the status of the city of Venice as the new Constantinople (f.5).36
The manifestations of re-employment of materials and styles during the Renaissance are
rather different from the medieval ones, but are extremely dispersed and concern mostly
the “antique” styles and models. Donatello, for his Miraculous Healing of the Unfilial Son,
a bronze relief on the altar of the Basilica of Saint Anthony in Padua, reused stylistic and
iconographical elements that had come from a Roman's “Pentheus” sarcophagus. This
procedure has been described by Panofsky as “the appropriation of a representational type
for a purpose diametrically opposed to its original significance”.37 Nevertheless, during the
Renaissance similar examples are prolific.38 Actually, it is notorious that the presence of
antique styles in western art appears constantly until at least the second part of the
35

The reuse of pre-existing materials and styles is one of the major features of Middle Ages artistic

production and could be found in almost every media, regions and centuries. The bibliography is extremely
wide, but fragmentary and scattered. See for instance: SETTIS, Salvatore, “Continuità, distanza, conoscenza.
Tre usi dell’antico” in Memoria dell'antico nell'arte italiana, SETTIS, Salvatore (Ed), Torino : G. Einaudi,
1996. Vol.3, p. 375 – 486; SETTIS, Salvatore, “Continuità dell'antico”, in Enciclopedia dell'arte antica,
classica e orientale, II Suppl. 1971-1994, II, p. 250-260; GREENHALGH, Michael, « Ipsa ruina docet : l'uso
dell'antico nel Medioevo » , Memoria dell'antico nell'arte italiana, Salvatore SETTIS (dir.), Torino : Einaudi,
1984, p.115-167; PANOFSKY, Erwin, Renaissance and renascences in Western Art, Stockholm : Almqvist
& Wiksell, 1960.
36

The problem is wide and still matter of discussion. See DEMUS, Otto, « A Renascence of early Christian
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nineteenth century, and has been embodied, among others, by the different forms of Neoclassicism.39 The Neo-Egyptian fireplaces of Piranesi are among the most bizarre examples
of this passion for the past (f.6). Similarly, re-employment could be seen in the different
references to Gothic and Renaissance developed during the Romantic Period as in the
Nazarene paintings or in the Arts and Crafts movement.40
Since the first decades of the twentieth century, despite the diffused research of new styles
and forms that characterise vanguards, it is possible to observe an increasing interest in the
reapplication of different materials drawn from other artworks but also from objects of the
emerging mass-culture.41 Scholars often mention cubist and Dadaist collages, Marcel
Duchamp’s ready-mades, as well as cinematic montages as the “birthplace” of
appropriation art (f.7).42
These techniques became more and more common after the Second World War, as for
instance in the production of Robert Rauschenberg, Jasper Johns, Warhol and Lichtenstein
43

, as well as in Fluxus, Situationism, and Nouvelle Vague's films.44 Obviously, this list

could be increased massively. Some scholars also identified appropriation's practices in the
re-employment by twentieth century artists of so-called “arts premiers” and outsider art.45
39

On the different waves of Neo-Classicisms see for instance: HONOUR, Hugh, Neo-classicism. Style and

Civilisation, Harmondsworth : Penguin Books, 1968.
40

HONOUR, Hugh, Romanticism. Style and Civilisation, London: Penguin, 1981.

41

Picasso, for instance, was involved in the appropriation of materials, found for instance in newspapers, as

well as in appropriation of styles and iconographies. ANGLIN BURGARD, Timothy, “Picasso and
Appropriation” in The Art Bulletin, Vol. 73, No. 3 1991, p. 479-494.
42

“Appropriation was not new, having had a long history in twentieth-century art. It began with Marcel

Duchamp,who chose his first readymade, the mass-produced metal bottle rack, in 1913. This work called into
question the definition of art, the creative action of the artist, and the value of the art work’s uniqueness and
originality”, SANDLER, 1996, p.321. See also BUCHLOH, Benjamin, “Allegorical Procedures:
Appropriation and Montage in Contemporary Art” in Art after Conceptual Art, Cambridge: MIT Press, 2006,
p.27-51. This speaks to an important historiographical issue of whether appropriation could be seen as a long
term historical phenomenon, dating since Antiquity, or as a middle term historical phenomenon arising at the
beginning of the twentieth century and related to mass-culture.
43

SANDLER, 1996, p.321. On Jasper Jones see OWENS, 1980a, OWENS, 1980b.

44

For an interesting anthology of texts tracing the developments of appropriation through the twentieth

century see Appropriation., 2009.
45

See for instance FOSTER, Hal, “The “Primitive” Unconscious of Modern Art” in October, 34, 1985, p.45-

15

Others have stressed the fact that reuse is not only limited to the material production, but
also concerns the ideas and concepts.46 As the painter Robert Motherwell noted “Every
intelligent painter carries the whole culture of modern painting in his head. It is his real
subject, of which everything he paints is both an homage and a critique”.47 As in verbal
communication, pre-existing elements – similar to language and words – are used in visual
communication that perhaps also necessitate something pre-existent, which the artist
appropriates from the environment and which makes the contact with the viewer possible.
Considering the actual state of research on the roots of appropriation, scholars have
demonstrated how deeply the reuse and reworking of styles and materials permeate
western art history from Ancient Egypt to the twentieth century. This phenomenon
manifests itself in very different manners and with various degrees of intensity. The range
of appropriation varies from the reuse of pre-existing artistic languages to the explicit
reference to other artworks or the insertion of materials from the mass media into an
artwork. It is therefore extremely problematic to define the limits of what appropriation art
is using the Oxford dictionary.48
It seems moreover that during the twentieth century reuse went through deep
transformations, becoming more and more diversified, diffused and explicit. In 1977 the
Whitney Museum dedicated the exhibition Art about Art to references in post-war
American art. The curators of the show stated that, if the reworking of precedent art pieces
were a historical constant, it became increasingly explicit: “Throughout art history artists
have been borrowing from other art; however the American artist's use of previous art is
characterised by certain unique factors. They are interested, in various ways and on many
70.
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levels, in the materials and techniques of art and the styles and major figures of the history
of art. The content or the style, or both, of earlier work has been integrated into new works
that comment, critically or satirically, on the art that provided the point of departure. It is
the contemporary American artist's obvious practice, however, to make the borrowed art a
recognisable, even blatant, element of the composition.”49
Furthermore they stressed the fact that this kind of practice has undergone a remarkable
expansion since the end of the Second World War: “The art-about-art theme seems to be a
pervasive ingredient of much of recent American art. It is a strong and important trend
that has a large number of adherents; many of the major American artists of the last
twenty-five years have made the subject of art central to their work. A number of artists
first explored this area, and subsequently concentrate on this theme, at the onset of the Pop
movement in the early 1960s. Pop's advocacy of the use of popular images, symbols, and
visual clichés made art history a prime target. In fact, Richard Hamilton's prophetic
collage of 1956, Just What is it Makes Today's Home so Different, so Appealing?, often
cited as the progenitor of all Pop imagery, contains a framed reproduction in a clichéridden interior.”50
The exhibition listed some hundred examples dealing with the form of reuse or of explicit
references to other artworks, including artists such as Peter Saul, John Baldessari, Roy
Lichtenstein, Mike Bidlo and Elaine Sturtevant.
Art about Art is one of the first exhibitions focusing on reuse and quote in art, revealing a
new attention toward this issue among critics and institutions. The fact that it occurred at
the end of the seventies is symptomatic of a much larger phenomenon. In fact, the end of
that decade inaugurates a period, whose main characteristic was, probably, appropriation.

6. The 80s
Irving Sandler noted in 1996, “If the art of the 1980s could be characterised by any one
technique, it would be appropriation”.51 This statement has been largely confirmed by the
49
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17

exhibition of 2011-2012 Postmodernism, Style and Subversion at the Victoria and Albert
Museum in London and the Landesmuseum in Zurich.52 By means of a large and
heterogeneous set of examples, the show indeed revealed how deeply the reuse of styles
and materials infused the art production of that decade. This included fields as different as
architecture, music, cinema, design and visual arts – a phenomenon which was clear
already to its contemporaries, as testified by Douglas Crimp, who in the beginning of the
80s remarked that “appropriation, pastiche, quotation – these methods extend to virtually
every aspect of our culture, from the most cynically calculated product of fashion and
entertainment industries to the most committed critical activities of artists”.53
Interestingly, the eighties are a key moment for appropriation art in two major aspects. On
one side, the technique knew a surprising diffusion. On the other side, a regular
development of the use of the term “appropriation” began during this period.
The manifestations of this overwhelming new aesthetic are countless and extremely varied.
For instance, the music industry massively introduced appropriation in covers of discs, for
example the LPs: Music for Pleasure of the Damned (f.8) and The Man Machine of
Kraftwerk (f.9), integrating elements respectively of modernist abstraction and Russian
constructivism.54 Likewise, the technique of collage developed by Dadaists and later by
Situationists became, since 1977, one of the major features of the punk aesthetic, by means
of insertions and combinations of heterogeneous visual and textual elements in subversive
compositions (f.7).55
Architecture also strongly demonstrates a similar spirit, as for instance in the Piazza
d'Italia in New Orleans by Charles Moore or in the Strada Novissima presented by Hans
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Hollein in the Venetian Biennale of Architecture of 1980 (f.10).56
This diffusion of appropriation also strongly permeated the realm of visual arts. Exemplary
is the case of the Transavanguardia artists and other artists active in Italy during the same
period, who constantly integrated past styles and iconographies in their production, as in
the “Constellazione del Leone” by Carlo Maria Mariani, member of the Anachronists
(f.11). In this postmodern Mount Parnassus, Mariani brought together portraits of several
friends, enemies, critics, dealers and collectors gathered around him in the centre of the
canvas. The painting is in fact a modern day variant of Raphael's and Meng's versions of
this traditional subject (f.12).57 Similarly, artists like the Neuen Wilden, Georg Baselitz and
Julian Schnabel have largely drawn from German Expressionism. As remarked by
Rebbelmund, the association between these artists and appropriation is not always
evident.58 Generally they positioned themselves in a constant tension between a pretended
original creation and the reference, taking on a problematic role, which created more than
one controversy.59
A much more transparent use of appropriation, at least for the later reception of it, has been
developed among a heterogeneous group of artists gravitating between the end of the
seventies and the beginning of the eighties around the art space Artists Space and the
galleries Metro Pictures and Sonnabend. Among those there were Troy Brauntuch, Jack
Goldstein, Sherrie Levine, Robert Longo, Philip Smith, Jeff Koons and Richard Prince.
Their production is characterised by a constant re-employment of previous images, drawn
from other artists’ works as well as from mass media.60 As Douglas Crimp described them
they “are for the most part, picture-users rather than picture-makers. Their activity involves
the selection and presentation of images from the culture at large”.61
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Exemplary are the works of Richard Prince, who in 1977 began to re-photograph
captionless photographs from advertisements, for instance of expensive watches and
perfumes, or images of fashionable females and males models found in magazines.62
Notorious is his series Cowboys, which he created between 1980 and 1984 by rephotographing Marlboro's cigarette advertisements (f.13).63 Similarly, Sherrie Levine
realised a series of photos by rephotographing the photos in the catalogues of notorious
photographers, like Edward Weston, Walker Evans, Eliot Porter and Alexander Rodchenko
(f.14).64 Analogue procedures could also be found in some films of Jack Goldstein, like in
The Jump, a flashy re-elaboration of a fragment of Olympia, a film by Leni Riefensthal.65
Likewise, Troy Brauntuch presented in the 1977 exhibition Pictures, at Artists Space,
some enlarged copies of Hitler's drawings and inserted them in an abstract installation.66 A
rather radical example, which demonstrates the many manifestations of this phenomenon
within this group of artists, is Louise Lawler's untitled installation at Artists Space, in 1978.
Among several elements, Lawler incorporated in this work a painting by Henry Stullmann
from 1824 representing a racehorse (loaned from the New York racing association), which
was exhibited flanked by two stage lights, one directed at the viewer and the other through
the gallery window onto the street.67 Similarly, in 1981, Lawler organised in the gallery
Metro Pictures the show Arrangement of Pictures in which she presented the works of
other Artists Space artists, like Goldstein, Longo and Sherman. On the gallery's walls a
label specified: “arranged by Louise Lawler”. Lawler sold the works and earned 10% of
the profits. Then she went in the buyer’s apartment and took photos of the acquired works
in their new environment.68
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This kind of procedure, which could be perceived as a quite radical form of appropriation,
was not confined to the former group of artists. In 1979 Michael Asher contributed in the
seventy-third American Exhibition at the Art Institute of Chicago with a bronze replica of
Jean-Antoine Hudson's life size marble sculpture of George Washington. Still
independently from the former group, other American artists developed a quite radical
approach to appropriation. Among them, Richard Pettibone, who started at the beginning
of the 60s to appropriate and rework works of many modernist artists, such as Duchamp,
Warhol, Stella and Brancusi.69 Although Pettibone's appropriation could result in integral
reproductions of previous works, he also created compositions in which heterogeneous
appropriated elements are associated, as for instance reproductions of Brancusi's sculptures
and Shaker furniture (f.15 - f.16). 70
During those same years Elaine Sturtevant created precise reproductions of works of
important post-war male artists like Warhol, Oldenburg, Lichtenstein and Stella, which she
tried to recreate “as exactly as possible”(f.17).71 Apparently, in certain cases the rendering
was so close to the originals that they were practically indistinguishable from their
sources.72 The reproduction also concerned the technique. In some cases she benefited
from the help of the appropriated artists themselves, as for instance Warhol, who lent her
his screens for silkscreen works.73 Comparable are the works of Mike Bidlo, an artist
operating in the American scene since the beginning of the eighties and thus belonging to a
successive generation. Bidlo recreated many modernist paintings; as for instance those of
Morandi, Picasso, De Chirico and Pollock, often staging the production as a performance
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(f.18 – f.19).74 The work of Bidlo could be considered as strongly performative. Following
Singermann: “He does not simply reproduce the image, he re-enacts its making, staging
the act of painting as a performance, and more, casting the painter as a historical
performer: he re-enacted Duchamp's chess game with a nude at Pasadena and Yves
Klein's “Anthropometries” happening in Paris in 1960, and had himself photographed
peeing into a fireplace after Jackson Pollock legendarily, in Peggy Guggenheim's
apartment.”75
Despite the apparent similarities between Pettibone, Bidlo and Sturtevant, it is important to
stress the fact that they never worked as a group, but developed their own research
separately. The differences of content and the different environments in which they
developed their works would make it problematic to consider them as a homogeneous
phenomenon.76 Certainly, on a procedural and conceptual level they present some evident
affinities. For instance, they explicitly played with issues of authorship and on the
problematic relation between the author and the artworks.77 This approach is partly based
on the discussion diffused by Roland Barthes in 196878 rejecting the concept of author,
which is substituted with the one of text as “a multidimensional space in which a variety of
writings, none of them originals, blend and clash”.79 The problem is known, and was
74
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accompanied in the last third of the century by a general abandonment of the concept of the
individual, or in a poststructuralist approach, by the perception of the individual as a
cultural mystification.80 An interest in this subject is also present in the works of Levine
and other artists dealing with appropriation. It is nonetheless important to stress that the
“death of author” issue was not the central preoccupation of appropriation art and that this
subject was widely diffused in almost every field of culture.81
Considering the last twenty years, it is possible to observe a double development of
appropriation in art. On one side, this technique became more and more rooted, following a
development well described by Nicolas Bourriaud, who compared contemporary art and
electronic music production. From hip-hop and Tarantino's Avant-pop films to the works
of artists like Jonathan Monk or Glenn Brown, appropriation is present in contemporary
visual art as well as in the mass-consumption of cultural goods.82
On the other side, since the mid nineties, scholars have started to write the history of
appropriation art, focusing particularly on a restricted group of artists. These are Bidlo,
Sturtevant, Pettibone, Levine, Prince and more generally all the Artists Space and Metro
Pictures artists.
The reasons for focusing on these artists are difficult to establish, partly because the
historiography still remains to be written and partly because authors tend not to justify their
choices and their exclusions.
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As seen, only recently have some researchers tried to enlarge the focus, integrating a longtime historical perspective. Today, nonetheless, most of the post-war art production dealing
with reuse is absent from the books about appropriation. The exhibition Art about Art,
which can be perceived as a key moment on the development of this issue is rarely
mentioned. It is the same for the overwhelming diffusion of reuse and quote during the
eighties. If the exhibition Postmodernism: Style and Subversion stressed this latter
phenomenon, it did it without using the term appropriation.83
It seems therefore that appropriation art today refers more to a restricted and heterogeneous
group of artists, than to a practice. This is revelatory of a major problem arising from the
definition given in the Oxford Dictionary, which suggests that appropriation art is a
synonym of reuse. The term appropriation art is indeed quite recent and has developed in a
rather specific context. To apply it to the whole of art history is thus probably incorrect.
Nonetheless, it is also possible that the focus today on just some artists is too restrictive. To
make this point more clear, a history of the term appropriation art is indispensable.

7. The Question of reuse in Postmodern Theory
As seen previously, the use of previous styles and materials deeply characterises the art
production of the eighties in fields such as architecture, design, music and visual arts. This
same decade also corresponds to the diffusion of the term “appropriation” within the art
discourse.
Since the seventies, a lively debate has developed on the topic of postmodernity.84 In the
many texts produced on this subject, the authors seem to agree in identifying the conscious
reuse of previous elements as a main characteristic of postmodern languages. Umberto Eco
has described this phenomenon with irony: “I think of the postmodern attitude as that of a
man who loves a very cultivated woman and knows that he cannot say to her “I love you
83
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madly”, because he knows that she knows (and that she knows that he knows) that these
words have already been written by Barbara Cartland. Still, there is a solution. He can say,
As Barbara Cartland would put it, ‘I love you madly’. At this point, having avoided false
innocence, having said clearly that is no longer possible to speak innocently, he will
nevertheless have said what he wanted to say to the woman: that he loves her, but he loves
her in the age of lost innocence.”85
A glance through some of the leading texts produced on postmodernity reveals that the
manifestations of reuse are described by a wide range of different words, as for instance
pastiche, quote, allegory, parody and many others. The following are some major examples.
In his books Adhocism: The Case for Improvisation and The Language of Post-Modern
Architecture, the architect and theoretician Charles Jencks analysed the possibility of using
already existing materials and styles to produce original architecture.86 This practice was
based on the concept of “bricolage”, developed by the anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss
in his book La pensée sauvage. With bricolage, Levi-Strauss intended the activity of
reusing pre-existing materials – les moyens du bord – adapting them to the necessity of the
bricoleur. This is opposed to the production of new starting materials and techniques in
view of a definite project, which Levi-Strauss considered distinctive of the “ingénieur”:
“The bricoleur is adept at performing a large number of diverse tasks; but, unlike the
engineer, he does not subordinate each of them to the availability of raw materials and
tools conceived and procured for the purpose of the project. His universe of instruments is
closed and the rules of his game are always to make do with “whatever is at hand”, that is
to say with a set of tools and materials which is always finite and is also heterogeneous
because what it contains bears no relation to the current project, or indeed to any
particular project, but is the contingent result of all the occasions there have been to renew
or enrich the stock or to maintain it with the remains of previous constructions or
destructions. The set of the bricoleur's means cannot therefore be defined in terms of a
85
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project (which would presuppose besides, that, as in the case of the engineer, there were,
at least in theory, as many sets of tools and materials or “instrumental sets”, as there are
different kinds of projects). It is to be defined only by its potential use or, putting this in
another way and in the language of the bricoleur himself, because the elements are
collected or retained on the principle that “they may always come in handy”. Such
elements are specialised up to a point, sufficiently for the bricoleur not to need the
equipment and knowledge of all trades and professions, but not enough for each of them to
have only one definite and determinate use.”87
Jencks applied the concepts of bricolage to architecture, creating buildings essentially
composed of reused materials and associating different styles: a procedure he called
adhocism. His own home, the so-called Garagia Rotunda, realised between 1975 and 1976
in Cape Cod, Massachusetts, was completed for a grant total of 5500 USD. Yet, it was an
ambitious building: a hybrid of the vernacular shingle style, Queen Anne's classicism,
modernist grid work and learned classical references.88 Adhocism and other bricolage
derivations were extremely successful in the 80s, especially in the field of punk and new
wave aesthetics, like in the productions of the designer Wolfgang Weingart or of the
jeweller Bernhard Schobinger (f.20).89
In a seminal article of 1982, “Postmodernism and Consumer Society”, the critic Frederic
Jameson defined as a primary characteristic of contemporary aesthetics the quotation of
past styles, calling this tendency pastiche: “Pastiche is, like parody, the imitation of a
peculiar or unique style, the wearing of a stylistic mask, a speech in a dead language: but
it is a neutral practice of such mimicry, without parody's ulterior motive, without the
satirical impulse, without laughter, without that still latent feeling that there is something
normal compared to which what is being imitated is rather comic. Pastiche is blank
parody, parody that has lost his sense of humour [...] In a world in which stylistic
87
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innovation is no longer possible, all that is left is to imitate dead styles to speak through
the masks and with the voices of the styles in an imaginary museum.”90
This same, quite bitter, approach is present in Jameson's book from 1991, Postmodernism:
the cultural logic of late capitalism, testifying his preference for the term “pastiche” among
the many possible.91 In 1984, Hal Foster followed Jameson's analysis of postmodernity,
affirming that “Yet, nearly every postmodern artist and architect has resorted, in the name
of style and history, to pastiche; indeed it is fair to say that pastiche is the official style of
postmodernity”.92 That same year Umberto Eco identified repetition as one of the principal
features of postmodernity, opposed to the modernist preference for innovation. Among the
several types of possible repetition, intertextual dialogue presents some clear affinities with
the reuse of previous styles and materials. Eco meant, “by intertextual dialogue the
phenomenon by which a given text echoes previous texts”.93 Postmodern art and literature
are, following Eco, deeply concerned with intertextual procedures, playing blatantly and
ironically with explicit and recognisable quotes. Exemplary is the stair’s sequence in the
Woody Allen film Bananas, which quotes in a hilarious and absurd way a famous
Battleship Potemkin scene.94
To deepen the differences, which exist between these terms, detract too far from the main
subject of this paper. It is clear that it is problematic to see the words: pastiche, quote and
intertextuality as equivalent, and also as synonyms of appropriation. Nonetheless, they all
imply a two-layered discourse, composed on a first level by the reused or quoted element,
and on a second one by a meta-structure enveloping and referring to the former.95 This is
the quoted text and the quote, the pastiche and the elements, by which the pastiche is
composed, or the founded materials and the adhocist are housed.
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8. The Spread of Appropriation
In 1977 two key moments in the history of appropriation art occurred. The first one was
the already mentioned exhibition Art about Art, which brought together the post-war
American art dealing with quote and the reworking of previous works. In the catalogue the
terms appropriation or appropriation art are never used and the practice of reworking is
decried with words as “incorporation”, “quote” or “borrowing”.96 This same year the
exhibition Pictures, organised by Douglas Crimp in Artists Space, also took place and
included works of Troy Brauntuch, Jack Goldstein, Sherrie Levine, Robert Longo and
Philip Smith. The aim of the show, which could be related to the contemporary research of
Baudrillard, was to investigate the overwhelming presence of pictures in postmodern
society: pictures which acted as a substitute of the real world97:
“To an ever greater extent our experience is governed by pictures, pictures in
newspapers and magazines, on television and in the cinema. Next to these pictures
first-hand experience begins to retreat, to seem more and more trivial. While it once
seemed that pictures had the function of interpreting reality, it now seems that they
have usurped it.”98
Although mass-media materials were a central issue of the show, the practices of
appropriation were still rather timid. For instance, Sherrie Levine had still not produced her
re-photographed works and in Artists Space she exhibited a series of personal drawings.
Braunthuch and Goldstein however were present with some radical forms of reuse of
materials, respectively some appropriated drawings by Hitler or a reworked Leni
Riefenstahl film sequence.99 Interestingly enough, nor the term appropriation, neither other
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variants like pastiche or quote are used by Crimp in the exhibition's catalogue.100 This
same absence can be observed later in an article published by Crimp in 1979 in the review
October, which developed the issues of the catalogue Pictures.101
Indeed, the fact that “appropriation” is not used in texts on postmodern theory as well as in
two exhibitions offering respectively a contemporary and a historical approach on reuse
techniques, is proof of the fact that the term was extremely unusual until the end of the
70s.102
A first consistent appearance of the word “appropriation” occurred in 1980, within the
discussions on postmodernism. In a seminal article published in two parts in October,
Craig Owens suggested to characterise the postmodernist aesthetic with allegory. The
concept of allegory is rather complex and fragmentary and its exploration would need
dedicated research.103 To summarize it in an extremely synthetic and simplistic way,
postmodernist allegory could be seen as a second layer text that refers to a first layer text.
By means of this reference, the latter is opened to a new reading. Thus for Owens,
“allegory becomes the model of all commentary, all critique, insofar as these are involved
in rewriting a primary text in term of is figural meaning”.104
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When Owens came to the point of describing allegory, he produced perhaps the first
structured definition of appropriation art: “Allegorical imagery is appropriated imagery;
the allegorist does not invent images but confiscates them. He lays claim to the culturally
significant, poses as its interpreter. And in his hands the image becomes something other
(allos = other + agoreuei = to speak). He does not restore an original meaning that may
have been lost or obscured; allegory is not hermeneutic. Rather, he adds another meaning
to the image. If he adds, however, he does so only to replace: the allegory meaning
supplants an antecedent one; it’s a supplement.”105
After giving this definition, Owens offers the first link between the term appropriation and
the Pictures artists: “the appropriation of images [...] occurs in the works of Troy
Brauntuch, Sherrie Levine, Robert Longo [...] - artists who generate images through the
reproduction of other images”.106
Interestingly, Owens exemplified the appropriation procedure with some re-photographed
works by Sherrie Levine (f.23): “Sherrie Levine selected mounted and framed Andreas
Feininger photographs of natural subjects. When Levine wants an image of nature, she
does not produce one herself but appropriates another image, and this she does in order to
expose the degree to which “nature” is always already implicated in a system of cultural
values, which assigns it a specific, culturally determined position.”107
Levine's appropriations were thus allegorical readings of Andreas Feininger's photos,
revealing the constructed character of the original images. The choice of Levine by Owens
clarifies perhaps why a term that had until that moment been related to the transfer of
property or possession was used as a reference to reuse. In fact, Levine's procedures are
particularly radical forms of reuse, and can thus be seen as a theft or in Owens terms, a
confiscation of other artists’ works. Considering Owens text, it is important to stress that
appropriation still plays some kind of secondary role as it is used mostly to corroborate the
concept of allegory, which in turn should also be inserted in a much wider discussion on
105
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postmodernity.
In 1982, the theorisation of appropriation art continued mainly through two articles
produced always in relation to the review October.108 In “Allegorical Procedure”,
Benjamin Buchloh characterised the production of artists like Sherrie Levine, Louise
Lawler and Cindy Sherman, and others, as “allegorical procedures of appropriation” and
situated them in a larger history of reuse of previous images, which began during the first
decades of the twentieth century with Dadaist collages. Essentially, Buchloh's contribution
deepens the concept developed by Owens by stressing the narrow relationship between
appropriation and allegory and by inserting it in a historical perspective.
The articles of Buchloh and Owens could therefore be perceived as the first attempts to
define appropriation art, which is considered as a special kind of re-employment of
previously produced images in order to create a second level of reading that act as a
commentary.
The October group, since the foundation of the review in 1976, was specialised in
producing critical attacks against modernity and in general against some institutions and
artistic practices, for instance painting and museums, that were considered reactionary. The
group rapidly used the newly developed concept of appropriation as a critical weapon.109 In
his 1982 article “Appropriate Appropriation”, Douglas Crimp stressed the overwhelming
presence of appropriation during the eighties.110 Crimp distinguished between two major
categories of appropriation, one regressive and the other progressive. The regressive one,
represented by the works of Michael Graves, David Salle and Robert Mapplethorpe, is
defined by the reuse of styles from the past to produce original artworks. Crimp put it in
contrast to the productions of Sherrie Levine, Richard Prince and Frank Gehry. He claimed
in fact that these artists reused materials from the present and elaborated a critical approach
toward them. The full extent and coherence of Crimp's distinction are difficult to grasp and
would need a much wider analysis of the debates on postmodernity. It is plausible that in
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this context the term “appropriation” corresponded with “reuse”, in a postmodern sense,
and that it was not perceived as a homogeneous phenomenon.
Two years later, Al Foster clarified Crimp's problematic in an article on postmodern
architecture and art: “In American cultural politics today, there are at least two positions
on postmodernism in place; one aligned with neoconservative politics, the other derived
from poststructuralist theory. “Neoconservative” postmodernism is the more familiar of
the two: defined mostly in terms of style, it depends on modernism which, reduced to its
own worst formalist image, is countered with a return to narrative, ornament and the
figure. This position is often one of reaction, but in more ways than the stylistic-for also
proclaimed is the return of history (the humanist tradition) and the return of the subject
(the artist/architect as auteur)”. “In art and architecture the “Neoconservative”
postmodernism is marked by an eclectic historicism in which older and newer models and
styles (used goods, as it were) are retooled and recycled”.111
This kind of postmodernity could be related to what Crimp called regressive appropriation.
Foster opposed it to “poststructuralist” postmodernism which is “profoundly antihumanist;
rather to a return to representation, it launches a critique in which reality is shown to be
constituted by our representation of it”.112 Referring to another Owens text, Foster
observed: “[…that this postmodernism] seeks to undermine the referential status of visual
imagery, and with it, its claim to represent reality as it really is, weather this be the surface
appearance of things (realism) or some ideal order lying behind or beyond appearance
(abstraction). Postmodernist artists demonstrate that this “reality” whether concrete or
abstract, is a fiction, produced and sustained by its cultural representation”.113
This latter kind of postmodernism seems thus defined by features, which corresponds to
the allegorical practices described by Owens.
In sum, appropriation appears as a concept within October's group at the beginning of the
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80s, as a part of a wider discussion on postmodernity. Soon after its appearance, the
concept is fragmented into some rather complex definitions, which can be related to two
different kinds of postmodernity. A first definition corresponds to the practice of reuse
diffused in a postmodern aesthetic. A second one, which is a sub-group of the first one,
implies a critical approach toward the appropriated object, and corresponds, even if not
systematically, to the transfer of possession through the confiscation of images.
Still, the use of appropriation by the members of October's group remains rather rare.
Some other articles, like those of Rosalind Krauss on Levine, dealt with an issue close to
appropriation without mentioning this term.114 As seen, Foster has also not used
“appropriation” in his analysis of postmodernity. It is possible therefore to suppose that
during the first years of the eighties, the term appropriation was still rather unusual.
It seems that the popularity of the term appropriation did not develop due to critics and
scholars text, but mostly through a series of exhibitions and newspaper articles. Resource
Material: Appropriation in Current Photography organised by Stephen Frailey for the
Proctor Art Center at Bard College in 1982 is perhaps the fist show to include the word
appropriation in its title. The exhibition included Richard Prince, Barbara Kruger, Sarah
Charlesworth and Jennifer Bolande, among others. Interestingly, this show corresponded to
the first appearance of the term appropriation art in a New York Times article, which offers
one of the first definitions of appropriation art in newspapers: “Next to postmodernism,
appropriation surely ranks as the most fashionable catchword in the lexicon of current art.
Essentially the incorporation of someone else's imagery into one's own, appropriation is
for some the hallmark of postmodernist art, since it calls into question modernist
orthodoxy concerning originality as well as the entire notion of an avant-garde.”115
In the following years appropriation became more and more present in America’s art scene.
The exhibition of 1985, The Art of Appropriation enlarged the focus on appropriation
including the following artists who were absolutely not connected with the October's group:
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Elaine Sturtevant, Russell Connor, Edgar Franceschi, Jim Jacobs, Alexander Kosolapov,
Paul Laster, Peter Nagy and Philip Pocock. Only Peter Gacy.116 An article about the show,
published in Arts Magazine, testified of an enlarged view of appropriation, which seems to
correspond in this case to postmodernist reuse: “Over the course of history, artists have
frequently borrowed from previous works and have thus acknowledged the viability of their
cultural quotations. These appropriations, far from being whimsical, usually had some
serious socio-political connections with the era in which they were used. In the current
postmodern period, art appropriation continues, and painters, sculptors, and architects
who borrow from previous styles and images thus comment on contemporary issues in the
arts. Appropriations may be taken from popular culture, but frequently thery are
derivations from revered monuments in the history of art or works by modern masters.
Artists who appropriate address concepts of creativity and intentionality, as well as
encouraging a circular reading of the history of art.”117
Thus, the central years of the decade seems to correspond to the definitive diffusion of the
term appropriation in art discourse. Arthur Danto stated in 1989: “The most energetically
discussed artistic strategy of that moment [1985] was that of appropriation, in which one
artist takes as her or his own the images, the often extremely well-known images, of
another: making photographs of photographs that everyone familiar with photography
knows very well, or painting Morandis and Picassos without seeking to deceive or
dissimulate.”118
Unfortunately, this discussion is rather difficult to follow. On one side, the traces in
newspapers are quite numerous during the second part of the decade, and they refer to a
relatively important number of artists.119 On the other side, appropriation still seems
relatively absent from art historical texts.120
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At the beginning of the nineties some changes occurred in the use of the term appropriation.
As seen before, the term has been developed in relation to a rather restricted group of
artists, those related to Artist Space and October, but has quickly been applied to a quite
large and heterogeneous ensemble of art production, and in the most general cases to
postmodernist reuse. In addition, some extremely radical cases of appropriation, for
instance Levine's photography, were still described during the eighties without using the
term. It is therefore problematic to understand why during the nineties scholars focused on
a very restricted and specific ensemble of artists when they discussed appropriation history.
Perhaps this is because at the beginning of this decade appropriation art stopped being
perceived only as a practice. Conscious of the risk of being too simplistic however, one
must recognize a first trace of this new spirit of synthesis in the 1991 show Art
Appropriates Art at California State University. This brought together works by Sherrie
Levine, Louise Lawler, Roy Lichtenstein, Richard Pettibone and Mike Bidlo among others.
These are the artists on whom later publications will focus. This same year Sturtevant
expressed in an interview her difficulties with being considered an “appropriationist”, a
definition she rejected.121 Still in 1991, the New York Times mentioned an
“appropriationist's group” to which the artist Laurie Simmons had taken part. A term that
was probably used in reference to the artists related to Metro Pictures, where Simmons had
a solo show in 1979.122 If those clues are certainly not decisive, they announce the
approach found in the publications of the following decade, which correspond to a new use
of “appropriation art” as referring to certain artists and not others.
To conclude this first part on the history of appropriation art, four major definitions in
today’s language are identified: The first definition corresponds to the long-term historical
understanding of the term, which has mostly been developed in very recent research and
further research.
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refers to all the manifestations of re-employment of styles and materials through art history.
It corresponds to the one in the Oxford Dictionary.
The second one, developed during the eighties, refers to the reuse of styles and materials
diffused in postmodernity. It is more or less equivalent to other terms suggested at that
time by scholars, for instance “pastiche” or “quote”.
The third definition is a subcategory of the second one and refers exclusively to the works
of artists who developed critical approaches toward the objects appropriated. It can be
related to the concept of transfer of propriety, intended as confiscation.
The fourth one appears at the beginning of the nineties and refers to specific artists dealing
with radical appropriation, such as Levine or Bidlo. In fact, the borders between these four
meanings are relatively permeable. Sturtevant's production can be inserted or excluded
from every one of these ensembles, depending of the point of view.

9. Forgeries and Appropriation
Therefore, in dictionaries the word appropriation refers to different definitions, coexisting
in language and ranging from the transfer of propriety or possession to a general reemployment of styles or materials from other works of arts. To those previously
established it is necessary to add other definitions, still absent in dictionaries, but common
in natural language as well as in scientific publications. Doing so risks complicating the
understanding of what Beltracchi intended as appropriation art.
Furthermore, the problem of the relationship between Beltracchi's production and
appropriation art is double. On the one hand, Beltracchi's canvasses could be related to
appropriation art in the way he explained during the trial, namely as the expression of the
author's intention to perpetuate the work of previous masters. On the other hand, the
Beltracchi works could correspond to a certain definition of appropriation art, because of
their own features and independently from the discourse stated by Beltracchi.
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This latter possibility seems effectively confirmed if one considers the wider definition of
appropriation, the one given by the Oxford Dictionary, according to which appropriation
art is “the practice or technique of reworking the images or styles contained in earlier
works of art”. It is a fact that Beltracchi rigorously reworked previous styles and images in
order to produce his own canvases, and considering the millions of Euros he gained and the
experts he mislead, he did it quite successfully. Could this observation be enough to see
thus a certain kind of kinship between Beltracchi's canvases and other much better
established examples of appropriation, for instance the Piazza d'Italia or the Levine works?
The problem is wide and to find a correct answer, a detailed historical analysis on forgery
would certainly be needed.
A relationship between appropriation and forgery nonetheless seems to exist, as it appears
for instance in the life of Michelangelo, as related by Vasari, according to which the
Florentine master produced some “antique” heads to show his dexterity and thus to gain
the support of Lorenzo de Medici. Some time later, the young Michelangelo sculpted a
sleeping cupid, which was sold, in a relatively intricate affair, in Rome as an antique. After
the fraud had been discovered, the cupid gained, over the following years, a great success
as a modern work of art.123 All these works were created in a way that could be called, in
today’s terms, appropriation of style and iconography, and, at least in the cupid's case,
there is an observable transfer from the realm of forgery to the realm of art.124
It seems nonetheless that in contemporary culture appropriation and forgery are perceived
as very differentiated. This is valid on one side in art history, as it appears through the wide
acceptance of even the most radical appropriation artists by cultural institutions.
Exemplary is the case of the very recent retrospective of Elaine Sturtevant in the Moderna
Museum in Stockholm and the Kunsthalle in Zurich.125 Forgers are rarely the subjects of
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exhibitions, and generally they are presented as forgers and not as artists.126 On the other
side, in legal terms, it is revelatory that many artists dealing with appropriation, for
instance Jeff Koons or Richard Prince, have frequently been sued over issues concerning
copyright or moral rights, but not usually concerning forgeries.127
Even if Beltracchi could be related to the general practice of reuse, which seems connected
to forgery, he is still rejected by the cultural and legal system. To understand this treatment,
one can draw a comparison between his practice and those developed among artists whose
works in contemporary research are considered exemplary of appropriation art.

10. Appropriation and Meta-discourse
The exhibition Pictures, held at Artists Space in 1977 strongly contributed to the critical
reception of the artists later represented by Metro Pictures and Sonnabend Gallery.128 In
the catalogue the curator Douglas Crimp described the works of the artists exhibited in the
following terms: “For their pictures, these artists have turned to the available images in
the culture around them. But they subvert the standard signifying function of those pictures,
tied to their captions, their commentaries, their narrative sequences, tied, that is, to the
illusion that they are transparent to a signified. Walter Benjamin's dictum that the caption
will become the most important component of the shot is taken as prophetic. Because this
ubiquitous captioning is nothing but an insistent attempt to force upon the picture a
relation to the signified that it does not intrinsically have, these artists seek the possibility
in their work that the picture does not have to answer for its existence in the name of any
signification whatsoever.”129
The procedure of the artists exhibited could be seen as a form of subversion of the current
relationship between available images, coming from mass culture, and their predominant
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meanings. This subversion could be related to the method of analysis developed by Roland
Barthes in his seminal book Mythologies. As suggested in 1982 by Benjamin Buchloh 130:
“in their projects [of Sherrie Levine, Cindy Sherman, Louise Lawler among others], the
languages of television, advertising and photography, and the ideology of everyday life,
were subjected to a formal and linguistic analysis that essentially followed Roland
Barthes's model of a secondary mythification in his essays Mythologies (1957) which,
according to Barthes, attempts to deconstruct the mythical construction of ideology.”131
According to Barthes, a myth is a second semiological system (un systhème sémiologique
second), acting as a meta-language on a pre-existing object-language or, more simply, on a
pre-existing system of signs (by which signs means the associative total between a concept
and an image).132 He summarised a hypothesis in the following schema:

The first sign (3), constituted by the union of a signifier (1) and a signified (2), becomes
the signifier (I) in the myth, connected to a second signified (II) which is called by Barthes
the concept. For Barthes the concept is a certain kind of nebula, condensing very

130

BUCHLOH, 2006, p.51; BARTHES, Roland, “Mythologies” in Œuvres complètes, Textes, Livres,

Entretiens, 2002 [1957], Vol.1, p.673 – 870. See also BARTHES, Roland, “Rhétorique de l'image” in
Œuvres complètes, Textes, Livres, Entretiens, T.II, 1962-1964, Paris: Seuil, 2002, [1964], p.573-591.
131

BUCHOLH, 1982, p.38.

132

BARTHES, 2002, Vol.1, p.828 – 829.

39

heterogeneous elements, pre-existing the myth itself.133 To make it clearer, Barthes made
the following exemplary analysis. He goes to the coiffeur and someone gives him the latest
number of the French magazine Paris Match (f.21). On the cover there is a young black
man dressed in a French uniform doing the military salute with his eyes lifted; probably
looking up to a tricoloured flag. This is the first sense of the image, namely the sign (3).
But Barthes remarked that the image obviously has a secondary meaning; its mythological
sense, which is the second layer's sign (III). This signifies that France is a great empire,
that all its sons serve its flag, no matter what their colours are, and that there is no better
answer to the detractors of colonialism than the image of this young black man represented
on the cover. To make this discourse possible, the previous sign (namely a black man in
uniform doing a military salute) should be associated with the concept, in this case a varied
ensemble partly constituted by colonialist and patriotic imagery, which pre-existed the
image.
This thesis does not go further into the rather complex analysis of Barthes’ mythological
theory.134 Nonetheless it is important to retain this recognition of the existence of a
secondary range of signs, developed from the association between the first sign and a
concept, whose origins are differentiated and rooted in social practices. What is
problematic is that this metalanguage is often not perceived consciously by the
lector/spectator. Barthes consequently developed many analyses of meta-languages present
in French culture, in relation for instance to the Tour de France or the “steak and fries”, in
order to deconstruct the bourgeois imagery.135
A similarity between the approach of Barthes’ Mythologies and the works of the Artists
Space artists can be observed in several occasions. In the exhibition catalogue of Pictures,
Crimp stressed the opaqueness of the images permeating contemporary society: “But
pictures are characterised by something that, though often remarked, is insufficiently
understood; that they are extremely difficult to distinguish at the level of their content, that
they are to an extraordinary degree opaque to meaning”.136
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Facing this opaqueness, which is doubled by a progressive substitution of reality by
pictures, “It therefore becomes imperative to understand the picture itself, not in order to
uncover a lost reality, but to determine how a picture becomes a signifying structure of its
own accord”.137
This programmatic claim is applicable to works presented in the 1977 exhibition. For
instance the film Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer by Jack Goldstein constituted an appropriated
incipit from a film produced by the homonymic film company; Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer
whose trademark was extremely diffused at the end of the seventies (f.22). This is
constituted of a lion, roaring in an ornate circular frame of unfurling film strips and
crowned with the words “Ars Gratia Artis”. This film's beginning was selected and
presented repeatedly by Goldstein. Selection and repetition act as meaningful
modifications of the sign, in this case the sequence of the roaring lion. An important step is
the use of the trademark's name as a title of the work, which on one side stages the process
of appropriation and on the other, stresses the problematic superposition of a
supplementary meaning to the lion's image. That is the new correspondence between a wild
animal and a commercial trademark. These modifications open the image to the possibility
of a critical discourse produced by the artists, the viewers and the critics. Among the
possible discourses, there is for instance the observation of the transfer of the lion's image
from a symbol of power, and the traditional guardian of entrances in ancient temples and
churches, to the guardian of private propriety; in this case the Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer
company.138
A similar procedure can be found in some works by Richard Prince, who did not take part
in the 1977 show, but was exhibited at Metro Pictures beginning in the early eighties. The
series Cowboy was developed by Prince shortly after the actual Marlboro Man, the actor
who was recognisable in the advertisement used by Prince, died of cancer and was then
substituted by another actor (f.1,f.13). The appropriation of the image from the
advertisement, inserted in an exhibition space with a modified format and the suppression
of the advertisement’s text, acts as a perturbation of the common discourse of the image
and therefore opens the cowboy's photos to a possible critical approach. Among the
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discourses, Eklund points out: “[…] the cowboy has been an American symbol for a long
time, but the rugged symbol of can-do independence masked his real function as a
corporate thug who policed the propriety and land for his masters. The tobacco company
Philipp Morris used the image of the cowboy with deadly effectiveness, selling dependence
in the guise of the loner, the rebel that Americans admire.”139
In addition, Spector has noted that at the end of the seventies the Cowboy, with his charge
of independence and traditional values, was incorporated among the symbols of Regan's
politics.140 Moreover, the cowboy was a sensitive component of American mythology in
general and was charged with a strong sexual identity, which made him a perfect object to
investigate male representations in contemporary society. Prince's choice was thus far from
accidental. By separating the image from its context – that is from its intended
significations – Prince enables it to take on other meanings. In other words: “[…] through
isolating bits of information, changing their size, cropping, repeating, and juxtaposing
them, he made viewers aware of what the underlying messages in advertisements were,
how they functioned and how they affected perception. Viewers were led to understand
how images could be manipulated in order to seduce the public.”141 In their appropriative
practices Artist's Space artists were not limited to mass-media material. As seen, since the
end of the seventies Sherrie Levine reproduced several series of photos from famous
American photographers. In her first exhibition at the Metro Pictures Gallery, she exhibited
a series of six re-photographed photos by Edward Weston, which she photographed from a
catalogue. The works were, on one side, provocatively dealing with copyright issues, and
more generally referring to the problematic definition of authorship in the age of
mechanical reproduction. On the other side, similarly to Prince or Goldstein works,
Levine's appropriation practice contributes to open the image to new and fertile discourses.
As Rosalind Krauss noted in 1981: “[…] as has been pointed out about Weston's
“originals”, these are already taken from models provided by others; they are given in
that long series of Greek kouroi by which the nude male torso has long ago been processed
and multiplied within our culture. Levine's act of theft, which takes place, so to speak, in
139

The Pictures Generation, 2009, p.303. On cowboy's image as a tool to analyze masculine identity in mass-

media's culture: SANDLER, 1996, p.327; Richard Prince: Spiritual America, Nancy Sector (et alii.), New
York: Guggenheim Museum Publications, 2007, p.33-34.
140

SPECTOR, 2006, p.33-34.

141

SANDLER, 1996, p.325-326.

42

front of the surface of Weston's print, opens the print from behind to the series of models
from which it, in turn, has stolen, of which it is itself the reproduction.”142
According to Krauss, Levine's appropriative practice achieved to reveal the already present
appropriative nature of Weston's photography, and was thus pointing at the general
appropriative nature of art itself.143
In the last thirty years, Levine's series reproducing famous American photographers’ works
have given rise to an impressive number of commentaries. Craig Owens gave an
exemplary lecture in 1983 when he suggested that the works appropriated from Weston
and from Evans (a photographer who documented the recession period during the thirties)
were chosen by Levine because they depict the Others; children and the poor. It was the
idea of:
“[…] speaking for that Owens believed Levine was interested in, and he thought that it
paved the way for her subsequent ventriloquism – allowing her, perhaps, to picture
appropriated works from the point of view of a woman or of a woman feigning a man's
point of view. Levine sought to counter the implicit gaze that she saw underling the
dominant language of art.”144 This thesis does not go further in the quite heterogeneous
and complicated commentaries developed on Levine's work.145 It is nonetheless important
to stress that in Levine’s case, as in the previously seen ones, the appropriation procedure
has the power to reveal and investigate the mythological component of an appropriated
image, which can include gender as well as Barthes' “death of author” issues among others.
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Considering these examples, it is possible to largely distinguish three major steps in the
appropriation procedures, which are: a first selection of the image, a consecutive reworking
and then an apposition of texts, which function as further discourses of the images. The
latter step is generally characterised by the creation of a new caption, which includes the
title and the artist's name. Nonetheless, the images are also associated to a corpus of critical
texts, which could be produced by the artists themselves or by critics.146 Therefore, if these
procedures follow the one Barthes used in Mythologies, it is important to stress the fact that
contrary to the French critic, the above mentioned artists were not always supposed to
produce their own analytical texts related to the selected object, but operated in
collaboration with critics or simply left the images open to the viewer’s interpretation.
This use, more or less extended, of texts to guide the discourse of appropriated images
could be seen as a constant procedure of the artists considered today as appropriation
artists.
The series of re-photographed photos by Sherrie Levine are always accompanied by a
caption, revealing the process of appropriation (f.17). For instance the Weston
appropriation was exhibited as “Sherrie Levine, Untitled (After Edward Weston ca.1925)”,
or similarly, the 1981 exhibition at Metro Pictures of her series of re-photographed Walker
Evans photos entitled Sherrie Levine after Walker Evans. Therefore, the Levine works are
associated with important and numerous texts produced by critics, such as Rosalind Krauss,
Douglas Crimp, Craig Owens and Sherrie Levine herself, which, as Sandler noted, were
necessary to fully understand the image.147
This central importance of texts related to the image could also be observed in the work of
146

Interestingly, these artists emerged during the first years of the review October, which largely promoted a

critical approach to their works and became a platform to produce the textual side of their production. On the
history of the review see SANDLER, 1996, p.332 – 336. Critics of October, such as Rosalind Krauss, largely
used the works of artists like Sherrie Levine to elaborate a critique towards American modernism. KRAUSS,
1981; OWENS, 1980 part 1 and 2; Generally, these texts are strongly based on the concepts developed in the
writings of Roland Barthes, Jacques Derrida, Michael Foucault, Jacques Lacan, Jean Baudrillard.
SANDLER,1996, p.332; Appropriation, 2009, p.12-23. SINGERMANN, 1994.
147

SANDLER, p.337-338; For a bibliography on Levine's re-photographed works, see SINGERMANN,1994;

SINGERMANN, 2004.

44

other artists dealing with radical appropriation. As Katharina Bantleon remarked: “[…] in
the works of Richard Pettibone, Mike Bidlo or Sherrie Levine, the titles work also as
markers to indicate the concept of “dual authorship”. While the titles of Pettibone's works
[…] consist in the name of the original artist, the title of the respective appropriated piece
and its year of origin (e.g. Roy Lichtenstein, Hopeless, 1962), Bidlo designates his
paintings as “not” having been produced by the original author (e.g. Not Picasso)”.148
Similarly: “Sturtevant’s works created “second-order” originals by recreating “first-order”
originals. Not having been altered to any perceivable extent on the content, the formal or
the medial level, the “first-order” originals remain clearly recognisable as the source's
material of the appropriating works. In fact, were it not for their titles designating them as
“Sturtevant” - “This is Sturtevant, not Andy Warhol”, “This is a Sturtevant, not a
Duchamp” ect. - the appropriating pieces would most probably be mistaken for the works
of others. It is in the epiphany confrontation with the title that the beholder realises he or
she is in fact not faced with an “original” masterpiece, but with an identical repetition”149.
This essential role of the texts, in what today is considered appropriation art, cannot be
found in Beltracchi's production of classical moderns. In his analysis of the semiotics of
forgery, Umberto Eco distinguishes among the different categories of fakes, the fake exnihilo.150 Eco starts with the assumption that an artwork’s “Oa” has never existed or –
following uncertain relations it had existed in the past, but has been irremediably lost. A
person, who Eco calls “the pretender” does not necessarily correspond to “the producer”,
declares that the work “Oa” is identical to a second work; “Ob”, or in other words he
falsely attributes Ob to author “A”. To render this affirmation credible, it is important to
know an ensemble “a” of different objects (Oa1; Oa2; Oa3; etc.) all produced by author A.
From this ensemble it is possible to derive an abstract type, which does not sum up all the
features of the individual members of “a” but rather a certain kind of generative rule,
which is assumed to be the description of the way in which “A” has produced every
member of “a” (style, type of material and so on). Since Ob appears to be done by
following that abstract type, the pretender declares that Ob is the product of author A. Eco
opposes the case in which the imitative nature of Ob is openly admitted, which would
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therefore be considered a work produced à la manière de.151
It seems evident that an important part of Beltracchi's production, at least the works of the
Jäger and Knops collections, has been produced following the procedure described by Eco.
In his defence speech Beltracchi openly admitted to having researched how to paint the
ideal Max Ernst or the ideal Campendonk. This is not enough to classify them as forgeries.
As Eco said, a corresponding procedure is enacted for the paintings à la manière de, and
for some radical manifestation of appropriation, like in the case of Sturtevant. The
difference between the former and the latter should be found, according to Eco, in a
“declaration” of the pretender, which is external from the image itself.152
Therefore the texts play an extremely important role in the works of the artists like
Goldstein, Levine, Bidlo and Sturtevant. In the case of the artists from Artists Space, Metro
Pictures and Sonnabend the captions and critical texts are strongly related with the works
themselves and gives decisive contributions to the analysis of the mythological level of the
appropriated image. In a similar way, the works of Bidlo, Sturtevant and Pettibone reveal
their derivative nature in their titles, which operate in a denotative relation to the images.
In all the mentioned cases the appropriation is thus revealed, if not stressed through texts.
This is exactly the opposite of Beltracchi's procedure, where the appropriation is clearly
hidden. Therefore, the forger and his accomplices produced a wide ensemble of documents
to deliberately attribute the paintings to a determinate author, sharing false information on
a denotative level.
Therefore, considering the very broad definition of the Oxford Dictionary, it is possible to
associate Beltracchi's production to appropriation art in terms of the appropriation of style
and material as essential features of his work. This should not be surprising given how the
limits between appropriation and forgery have been, at least in the past, quite permeable
151
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and it is possible to suspect that some forms of kinship still persist today. If the problem of
the delimitation between the two largely remains unsolved, some clue can be found in
limited cases. It is evident that some radical examples of appropriation, for instance
selected works by Levine and Sturtevant, present some features, which are very close to
Beltracchi's works. Both are radical reproductions of ideal or existing works of other artists.
In fact, the main difference is external to paintings, and in the analysed cases involves texts
and more largely a denotative verbal language developed around the work. A primary
consequence is that in the Beltracchi case the appropriation is hidden, opposed for instance
to Sturtevant's case, in which appropriation is explicit and even stressed. This banal
observation implies nonetheless some interesting data. Appropriation seems to largely
pervade the history and the visual production of western countries. Today, a part of the
visual production related to appropriation, and more largely to reuse, is rejected by our
cultural and legal systems. Without entering a judgement of value, it nevertheless needs to
be stressed that this difference does not concern the images themselves, but the metadiscourse developed around them.

11. Conclusions
To find a proper definition of appropriation art is indeed problematic, as the term and the
practice it describes have two rather different histories. The latter has been present as a
constant in western art production for centuries, whereas the former has only appeared
systemically since the beginning of the eighties.
Appropriation, considered as the reuse of styles and materials exceeds the field of art to
enter the grey zone of copies or, even most drastically, into the realm of forgeries. This
ambiguity is not something new. The copy already had this double nature, of fake and of
artwork, during the Renaissance. Moreover, appropriation was also related to loot and
depredation, as in the case of the Venetian reuse of Constantinopolitan stones.
The ambiguous nature of appropriation is nonetheless confined to a long-time historical
perspective. Indeed, even if the recent research tends to extend the phenomenon of
appropriation into the past, the term has been systematically developed in a rather
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determinate context. That is the discussion on the features of postmodern cultural
production, which started during the second part of the seventies. During that period many
authors stressed how the reuse of styles and materials was omnipresent in postmodernity,
in literature, cinema, architecture and visual arts. They named this phenomenon in different
ways, for instance pastiche, quote or bricolage. Similarly, appropriation has been used
since 1980, within a group of American critics related to the review October, to describe
either the practice of reuse diffused in postmodern art, or some specific manifestations of
this phenomenon.
Shortly after the first application of the term, October's critics defined two major kinds of
appropriation. The first one, considered as reactionary and regressive, gathers the artists
that used styles and materials of the past without developing a meta-discourse toward the
material employed. The second category, considered as progressive, included artists who
used materials and styles of the present and developed a critical meta-discourse, especially
by means of post-structuralist theories. This distinction should be considered as
problematic and, perhaps, reductive, and its sense is limited to the restricted context of
October's circle at the beginning of the eighties. The presence of artists like David Salle or
Robert Mapplethorpe among the reactionaries is a clue of its unclear nature.
This division has nonetheless deeply influenced the further development of the term
appropriation. During the eighties, through a still unclear series of exhibitions,
appropriation signified more and more specifically the practice of some artists dealing with
an integral reuse of style and material, like Bidlo, Sturtevant and Levine, who are, even if
rarely, defined as appropriationists. To perceive those artists as a homogenous group
remains nonetheless problematic. If on the one side they present clear similarities in their
procedures, on the other side they differentiate in the content and in the intention.
The term appropriation is therefore rather recent and problematic, and refers to rather
differentiated phenomena. If one considers appropriation in the long-term perspective, as
synonyms of reuse, which is the definition given by the Oxford dictionary, it is possible to
also associate it to case of forgeries, for instance Beltracchi's production. In today’s
perspective, the limit between legal and illegal appropriation can be sketched by means of
limited cases. In fact, the artists Sturtevant, Bidlo and Levine used forms of radical
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appropriation, reproducing other artists’ artworks or styles. Nonetheless, the production
process is not limited to the objects, as it is for instance in photography or with canvas, but
also entails the texts related to the image. Those can be critical texts, discussing the
appropriated image as a meta-discourse. They can also only be denotative texts and mostly
caption elements, for instance a title and an attribution. In the first, as well as in the second,
category of texts, the act of appropriation is always revealed and stressed, and becomes
part of the work of art. Appropriation art reflects thus what the critic Harold Rosenberg has
remarked, though bitterly: “A contemporary painting or sculpture is a species of centaur –
half art materials, half words”.153 This obviously cannot be found in Beltracchi's works,
where the forgery and the deception permeate the meta-discourse and the caption, hiding
the appropriation process and perverting the relationship between the words and their
significance. Therefore, if appropriation manifests itself within visual art, forgery seems to
principally inhabit the realm of text.154
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