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Then and Now Ð 
Conceptual Art.  
(Percept, Concept, Affect & The Political) 

Paul OÕKane May 2010 

 

In writing a lecture under this title there are two ways in which I am tempted to begin. 

One is philosophically, the other is anecdotally or autobiographically.  Here I will avoid 

any procrastination by trying to weave the two together. 

 

One of my favourite books and thinkers while studying at MA Level was ÔWhat Is 

Philosophy?Õ by Deleuze & Guattari. This book is more consciously educational and easy 

to read than other works by these collaborators and here you can find these adventurous 

thinkers laying out some important distinctions to explore the question.   

 

Using ÔWhat Is Philosophy?Õ along with perhaps DeleuzeÕs book on Francis Bacon 

entitled ÔThe Logic of SensationÕ we can begin to divide up and break down the ways in 

which we make and respond to art. 

 

Within these books we can find distinctions of the terms Concept, Percept, and Affect and 

by growing use to this vocabulary we may gain greater control and understanding over 

what we are and what we do as artists. 
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But I will come back to these terms after my first small autobiographical detour.  

 

 

Fontana Spatial Concept Pause 
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At the age of about 12 or 13, an older brother who was an artist took me to London to see 

The Tate Gallery Ðas it was then called. We went around the whole of the modern 

collection as it was then hung, and at the end he asked me which painting I liked or 

remembered.  Without hesitation, and despite my lack of knowledge, I said I liked the 

Lucio Fontana painting I had seen there titled Spatial Concept Pause (it is still on 

permanent show, now at Tate Modern).   

 

For some reason my teenage mind had rejected all the colourful Pop and perhaps 

overlooked any pre-modern figurative paintings that might have also been on show by 

Constable and Turner etc. and fixed instead on this minimal but thought-provoking 

canvas Ð a painting which involved no use of paint whatsoever. 

 

Now, to return to philosophy, Deleuze & Guattari divide up Concept, Percept and Affect 

by identifying Concept as the primary building block of Philosophy, the seat and the 

source of making ideas. Concepts, in Deleuze & GuattariÕs post-structuralist 

interpretation, help us evade the trappings of language and differences in language. It is 

the core of an idea. Ideas are what we use to think, and thinking is philosophy, thinking is 

built using Concepts as a kind of base material. 

 

Deleuze & Guattari are very materialist and pragmatic in this way. They want us too to 

be adventurous and progressive in our thinking, and dividing up the mystique of 

philosophy into manageable and manipulable parts in this way should give us confidence 
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and control over the way we build our own philosophies Ðwhich each of us eventually 

will do, simply by working out how to live our lives. 

 

Deleuze & Guattari believe there are infinite ways of thinking, that thinking is potentially 

revolutionary, and it may be that only really new ways of thinking can significantly 

change our world. 

 

By isolating the Concept at the core of an idea, an opinion, or perhaps a political 

movement, we might gain understanding and control over it, calculate how to respond to 

or challenge it, simultaneously developing ideas of our own. 

 

Now, when I look back to my first encounter with modern art at The Tate I wonder why I 

fixed upon that Fontana painting. I know that I recorded its title as I repeated it when my 

brother asked me. Perhaps I liked the combination of what I perceived in the image and 

also what I read.  Perhaps I liked the daring of FontanaÕs painting, its brinkmanship, and 

the way that the title implied that was not only about perceiving but equally concerned 

with a certain kind of thinking. 

 

An art that referred to thinking; that provoked and invited thinking, seemed to bring 

thinking out of the dry world of philosophy, politics and academia and into the 

experimental, adventurous, colourful and uncertain world of art. What happens when we 

treat ideas and Concepts like materials, taking risks with ideas and Concepts, juxtaposing 

them, inventing them, transforming them just like any other materials? The possibility 
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that Concepts and ideas could be transformed like art materials seems to have excited 

Deleuze & Guattari, who often cite more artists as influences than philosophers in their 

own approach to making Philosophy.  

 

Nevertheless, the image we have today of 1970s Conceptual art remains rather 

colourless, dry and cerebral, almost pious and religious, in the way that it presents 

Conceptual thinking as something fine, reserved and controlled, even if occasionally 

witty or daring. 

 

In the title of FontanaÕs painting Spatial, Concept, Pause I would have found space, 

thinking, and time and might have recognised (albeit semi-consciously as I now realise 

we do in adolescence) that Fontana had laid bare the underlying concerns of painting Ð

and perhaps of art in general: painting and art was space, it was thinking, and it was time.   

 

The physical apparatus of painting was demonstrated by Fontana, the metaphysics of 

painting were implied, and yet he achieved this without applying any paint or using any 

brush which may start to make this a particular painting. Fontana seemed more intent in 

showing Ôpainting itselfÕ, showing the Concept of painting in material form. And it is this 

search for a kind of essence, an essence of a we perhaps no longer believe in, a core or 

general understanding of a thing, avoiding particularities in search of generality, that is, I 

would say, Conceptual. 
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Those lovers of art who are mostly concerned with what Deleuze and Guattari would call 

Percepts or Perceptual might look at the Fontana painting and feel it misses an 

opportunity  -that every painting and every painter has - to stimulate, entertain and 

intrigue the acquisitive and inquisitive eye, to engage the senses in general, in a kind of 

Perceptual entertainment, one of the enduring and popular purposes of art.  

 

On the contrary, Fontana has purposefully reduced the elements of his painting to a kind 

of minimalism. Colour is almost absent and the opportunities for Perception diminished 

in order to guide us towards a Conceptual response.  

 

For those fans of art who may prefer an even more physical or visceral kind of response, 

which has even less to do with eye or mind, Deleuze & Guattari call this Affect or 

Affectual. Affectual responses to art are a kind of nervous or bodily empathy, a 

recognition by our bodies of forms and energies echoed by the body of the artwork, and 

which we communicate with - as it were - beneath the radar of Conceptual or Perceptual 

responses.   

 

To respond to art Affectively is to respond physically, instinctively, with a kind of gut-

reaction; to feel our environment shared and transformed by another presence, more as an 

animal might experience than as we have come to think of as the cultured humanÕs 

expected response.  
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In the case of the Fontana painting Spatial Concept Pause I assume that my original 

response was primarily Conceptual Ðas I have described it above- and yet clearly some 

degree of Perceptual must also have been involved. Even if Fontana actively thwarts or 

diminishes Perception, there is something about his dark cut that leads and intrigues 

Perception, but ultimately is designed to disappoint or curtail Perception, forcing us to 

seek other valuations, other responses. 

 

But it would be wrong to think of this painting as so Conceptual that it has no Affective   

quality. Far from it, it is in fact a painting that, more than most, reminds us that paintings 

are bodies, much like our own, while also nervously reminding us of the tension and 

vulnerability of ourselves as bodies. 

 

Memory is such a wonderfully playful guide, and one of the compensations for aging. 

Here and now, as I write this lecture, I recall another adolescent episode about which I 

have not thought for many years but which enables me to make a connection that I had 

never previously considered between these philosophical terms and the body, between 

academic work and autobiography, between then and now.     

 

Shortly before my visit to Tate took place I now recall that I had an appendectomy 

operation. It had coincided with all the fears and stresses of moving up to secondary 

school. While the scar is still with me, so is the memory of the strangeness of the 

hospital, being removed from family, home, the pains and fears, abandoned nights, my 

fatherÕs brief visit, and the day following the operation when a nurse placed me in a large 
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vinyl chair in front of a huge, square, modern window, through which the sun baked me 

into a sweat while my freshly stitched abdomen hurt so much that it was impossible even 

to squirm out of the heat or call for assistance. 

 

At a time of life when Perceptions and Concepts, eyes and mind, were ÐI now realise- 

only just opening, when I was forming into an adolescent, I had been reminded by my 

illness and by the surgeon, that I was a body, a body that could be cut and stitched, made 

unconscious, moved around, and left to heal. 

 

Decades later, this autobiographical element invades my lecture because it illustrates that, 

despite Lucio FontanaÕs apparently Conceptual intentions his painting also provided me 

at that time, with an echo or mirror of my own body and my own embodiedness, and so 

my empathy for that painting may have been equally Ðif less consciously- Affectual.  

 

To consolidate the points I have been trying to illustrate, when we stand in front of a 

painting, or any work of art, we have a complex of responses; Conceptual, Perceptual 

and Affective responses. Those who today continue to insist upon the priority of 

Conceptual responses and Conceptual valuations of the artwork are living in the past, 

decades out of date in their understanding of current valuations and responses which are 

informed by the recent popularity of thinkers like Deleuze. If we are to be experts, trained 

and responsible for making, understanding, interpreting and teaching art, we need first to 

be current and aware of these divisions Concept, Percept, Affect, and thereby gain greater 

control over what we do and what we contribute. 
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That concludes the first part of this lecture. Now I want to switch to a more predictable 

response to our title ÔNow & Then Ð Conceptual ArtÕ by offering a more historical 

overview.  

 

 

 

Given this apparatus of Concept, Percept, Affect, we might now be able to re-visit art 

history Ðthe National Gallery, Tate Modern, as well as contemporary art - and begin to 

distinguish the Conceptual, Perceptual and Affectual aspects of any art work from any 

period.   

 

Nevertheless, it is undeniable that the term Conceptual Art is a post WW2 term, usually 

applied to work of FontanaÕs generation in which Conceptual thinking, making and 

understanding is emphasised at the expense of both Percept and Affect. Even so, we can 

probably discern in any art work some trace or hint of the Perceptual or Affectual. 

 

Much arch-Conceptual art Ðwhich seemed to aspire to reduce art to nothing but Concept, 

is nevertheless documented and delivered historically to us in photographs, typewritten 

pages, files, rules, diagrams etc. al of which compromise its supposed Conceptual purity 

and present it to us in the nostalgic patina of a historicised body which is both Perceptual 

and Affectual. 
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Giovanni AnselmoÕs Invisible 

 

Giovanni AnselmoÕs Invisible 1971, clearly sought to hover on the edge of material 

existence, and yet today we receive it as a black and white image, a medium which has its 

own Perceptual and Affectual qualities. Meanwhile, if the piece is re-made today by a 

curator (as it was for an Arte Povera retrospective at Tate Modern a few years ago) then 

the Perceptual and Affectual aspects of its original event are redeployed for us, but only 

with the help of anachronistic technology (the slide projector dragged back into service) 

which adds its own layers of Percept and Affect to this reputedly Conceptual art work. 
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Ceal Floyer  

 

 

Martin Creed 

 

As we are discussing the ÔThen and NowÕ of Conceptual art we could, at this point, 

compare and consider more recent works by Ceal Floyer and Martin Creed which seem to 

grow out of the legacy of artworks like AnselmoÕs as a kind of 90s neo-Conceptualism. 

Both also use electric light and an element of surprise to heighten awareness of the space 

in which we move. In this way, all three reveal the part we play in the manifestation of 
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the artwork, thus prompting new thoughts, stimulating our Conceptual apparatus. And yet 

Percept and Affect can also be seen to play an equal part in the success of these works.  

 

Joseph Kosuth 

 

Jospeh Kosuth seemed to get as close to a pure Conceptual art as possible in his 

definition works. Yet even when he provides no more or less than the meaning of 

ÔMeaningÕ it is still necessarily delivered in a certain formal and pictorial language, its 

very austerity alerting us to the Perceptual and Affectual authority of white and black, 

Times font, the geometry and scale of their framing rectangle. And, perhaps despite 

KosuthÕs Conceptual ambitions, these provide us with more than just Concept to respond 

to. 
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The late 1960s drive towards what curator Lucy Lippard called ÔThe Dematerialisation of 

the Art ObjectÕ appears to have been a kind of end game or limit point of the radical drive 

to abstraction that had begun back in the 1920s and 30s but had been interrupted by 

WW2. 

 

           

Mondrian       Malevich 

 

Whereas, before the war artists like Mondrian and Malevich may have reduced painting 

to an awareness of its fundamental concerns (in the form of paintings with carefully 

limited palettes, a few geometric lines that referred us to the ÔtruthÕ of their surface)  

Conceptual artists, and painters influenced by Conceptual art like Lucio Fontana, went 

even further in making practices that operated at the level of Concepts which might 

underlie painting or art in general. For Conceptual artists questions raised by art become 

everything, furthermore those questions are not answered by exploring the limits of artÕs 
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traditional forms and processes but in exploring ideas, thought, Concepts in an even more 

abstract realm within, beneath or beyond traditional practices.  

 

Here, the underlying questions, Ôwhat is artÕ and Ôwhat is an artistÕ become woven into 

every decision, trumping more Perceptual and Affectual motivations for making or 

reading art. Often the results seem philosophically profound, but they are also regularly 

rounded off with the kind of humour that inevitably kicks-in at the point of human 

limitations - as can be seen in this classic image of Conceptual artist Keith Arnatt.  
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Keith Arnatt 

But note, not only the Perception of the particular qualities of this anachronistic image 

but also that, when our response to Conceptual art is mild laughter, tinged with nostalgia 

we are surely also in the realm of Affect. 

 

 

Marcel Duchamp 

 

Responsibility for Conceptual art is also often attributed to the rediscovered influence of 

Marcel Duchamp, who first arose to the great significance he has for us today through the 

valuation of 1960s artists who recognised in his legacy certain threads of radical 

experimentation otherwise severed by the interruption of WW2. DuchampÕs Fountain 

quickly reminds us that he was searching for a Ònon-retinalÓ art, i.e. an art that diminishes 

the importance of Perception, disappointing and disallowing the supremacy of the eye by 

promoting thinking and Concept. However, we also know Duchamp as a trickster, a 

huckster and a joker too.   
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Duchamp also insisted that art didnÕt necessarily have to be made, making for Duchamp 

seemed to be associated with a class lower than that to which he felt the artist was driven 

to aspire in the modern 20th Century world of mass production, mass media, and mass 

education.  

 

Duchamp even stopped making art for a considerable period to concentrate on the 

perhaps more cerebral activity of chess. He seems an isolated figure now, one who played 

a very personal hand, raising new and enduring questions and possibilities for art and 

artists through his uncompromising audacity and exploration. And yet, his religious 

devotion to upholding the special value of art in a century drowning in banality appears 

to us, and appeared to that 60s generation, to have rescued something for art and for 

artists from the careless and avaricious clutches of 20th century capitalism, consumerism 

wars. 

 

Artists of the 1960s gratefully embraced it and made Duchamp a kind of father figure and 

guru of their own age and whatever the elusive aspect of art was that Duchamp rescued, 

he seemed to achieve it by means of his emphasis on ideas. Interestingly, just before 

WW2 he carefully made miniatures of all his existing works so that they could fit in a 

briefcase and be transported like salesmanÕs samples to the new world, out of danger, but 

thereby demonstrating that the idea or Concept of them was ultimately of more central 

value than their scale, materials, or actual existence. 
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Marcel Duchamp 

 

Today, when we are perhaps less dominated by Conceptual art or by the Conceptual in 

art; when we enjoy more plural responses to art than the purely Conceptual or 

Conceptually pure, we might encounter DuchampÕs work and discern within it equally 

Perceptual and Affectual elements. E.g. Fountain has clear echoes of the human body, as 

do Bicycle Wheel, Bottle Rack, The Large glass and Etant Donee.  

 

Thus, in their presence, we might today find ourselves exercising strange and sometimes 

disturbing Perceptual and Affectual responses that, as someone originally associated with 

Surrealism, Duchamp must have anticipated, enjoyed, and in fact strived to stimulate in 
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us, along with the thoughtfully comic Conceptual responses with which his name is 

automatically associated. 

 

So, whether it was the mostly pre-WW2 works of Duchamp, or the general pre-WW2 

tendency towards reductive, abstract formalism in painting, sculpture, photography and 

design 1some combination of these influences shaped the works and tendencies of a 

generation of artists making what came to be known simply as Conceptual art.   

 

Another unanticipated outcome of this abstraction and Conceptualisation of art was that 

traditional individuated genres, processes and disciplines such as painting, sculpture and 

drawing e,g. became less important to the 60s and 70s generation of artists and art 

educators, as the ultimately abstract drive towards underlying Concepts broke down old 

loyalties and limits to media. This direction simultaneously invited or allowed new media 

and new disciplines to find their place alongside the old so that we begin to see 

photography, typewriting, video, performance, land art, feminist and other political arts, 

all enabled and embraced by the Conceptual fragmentation of the particular genres as 

attention was increasingly paid to common cause and underlying questions of art that lay 

in or somewhere near its Concepts. Thus, the art school without distinct departments but 

with simply a ÔFine ArtÕ course is also a legacy of this period and these moves. 

 

                                                
1 Exemplified and institutionalised by the Bauhaus where a common core course was 
taught to all aspiring artists, designers and architects, however different their disciplines, 
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Jake & Dinos Chapman 

 

We continue to live with plenty of traces of this Conceptual mode of art making today, 

and yet recently Affectual and Perceptual theories and justifications have grown to equal, 

or to displace and supplant the old primacy of Conceptualism in our valuation of 

artworks. E.g..artists like Jake and Dinos Chapman assert the value of their work as 

primarily Affectual thereby justifying any difficulty it offers to those who wish to read it 

in a conventionally Conceptual way. 
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Peter Doig      Chris Ofili  

 

Movements in contemporary painting also seem to move closer to the Perceptual and 

Affectual as recent works that have gained high status  seem to revel in colour and shape 

and scale to encourage and enjoy a more Perceptual and Affectual dialogue with the 

audience, closer to the language of eye and the body than the philosophical mind. we 

could use numerous examples to illustrate this point, but the current international 

standing of recent works by Chris Ofili and Peter Doig will perhaps suffice or provide a 

starting point. 

 

We might also say that, as art increasingly rubs shoulders with and competes with 

strategies of consumerism it inevitably becomes concerned with arresting and engaging 

the least thoughtful but most desiring and avaricious tendencies of its audience. 

 Art and artists have been forced to jettison a lot of subtlety to compete with consumerist 

spectacle, the tweetosphere, and sound-bite media, while the failure of any significant 

alternative or challenge to late capitalism has been accompanied by an increasing 

popularisation and spectacularisation of art as a generation of artists was forced to show 



 21 

greater interest in the Perceptual and Affectual impact of their works than in the relatively 

subtle and esoteric aims and audiences of Conceptual art.  
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Johannes Phokela 

 

Now to conclude, I just want to briefly refer to a valuation and justification for art that I 

have neglected in my schema i.e. the political value of art which - given the enormous 

new political problems with which modern society was faced in the form of international 

wars, commerce, communism and fascism - Walter Benjamin saw as more important than 

any other aesthetic, sensual or cerebral value of art in the 20th century,  

 

Fortunately we can close the circle of the lecture by referring to a current artist who 

revises and revisits the works of Lucio Fontana, and this might also help us to round-off 

the response to the lectureÕs title ÔThen and Now Ð Conceptual ArtÕ.   

 

Johannes Phokela is a South African painter who grew up in the hurriedly assembled 

township of Soweto, built outside Johannesburg at the height of the apartheid regime to 

enforce minimal interaction between whites and blacks and to ensure minimum social 

and cultural development for the black community.  

 

Through a mixture of talent, charity and good fortune Phokela struggled out of these 

daunting traps to win painting scholarships to Europe. Now, as one of South AfricaÕs 

leading artists and an international figure, he turns a witty and critical eye on art history 

and replays European achievements in art back to European audiences through the filter 

of a 21st century African perspective.  
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PhokelaÕs take on FontanaÕs Conceptual painting is to replace FontanaÕs metaphysical 

meditations with hard-hitting politics and cutting edge radicalism using an ironic 

redeployment of traditional painterly skill. Hence Phokela lovingly paints, in trompe 

l'oeil fashion, what were originally real cuts and gashes in FontanaÕs pantings. In this way 

he makes a very different dialogue with surface and discards FontanaÕs heroic 

Conceptualism. In its place Phokela inserts a sign of retribution, an angered and 

suppressed politics emerging from beneath the lofty claims of European cultural 

achievement.  

 

Look into this play on FontanaÕs metaphysical slash - so symbolic of European 

pretensions to an art of transcendence and contemplation - and today you will see an 

African child soldier emerging, surreptitiously, wielding a comical banana (which here 

becomes a phallic symbol of exotic otherness), perhaps wearing the red nose of Western 

charity (mocking that perennial paternalism), and probably also carrying a gun.  

 

Perhaps it is here  that we see the ÔNowÕ, and possibly the future, of  Conceptual art, 

subsumed  and overtaken by political urgency. Its fine, contemplative tendencies, that so 

strongly influenced American and European art back ÔThenÕ in the 1960s and 70s 

overcome by other motives and justifications for art. And yet, given what we now know 

from the above, we should be able to use our new tool kit, of ÔConcept, Percept, and 

AffectÕ, to explore PhokelaÕs painting for that in it which appeals to us beyond the 

political.  

END 
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