
PARIS CIRCUS NEW YORK JUNK:

JEAN DUBUFFET AND CLAES OLDENBURG,

1959–1962

S O P H I E B E R R E B I

My Dear Claes Oldenburg,

I am back from New York where I spent a week. Contrary to my habits (I never set foot in

museums and galleries. I have little time and space to grant attention to works by other artists,

being too completely absorbed by my own activity) I insisted upon visiting the exhibition of

your works that is currently on show at the Museum of Modern Art. I have been so amazed that

I wanted to write to you to share my emotion. You appear there as a very great creator.1

Jean Dubuffet

Dear Jean Dubuffet,

(. . .) That you saw my work in New York delighted me. That you liked it is the highest en-

couragement – I have admired your magical art for many years and it has inspired me from the

beginning and continues to inspire me.2

Claes Oldenburg

This exchange of views originated in the visit that Jean Dubuffet made to the exten-

sive retrospective of Claes Oldenburg’s work at the Museum of Modern Art in New

York in October 1969 (plates 3.1 and 3.2). The sight of several works on paper dated

1959 and 1960 that paid homage to Dubuffet and to his all-time hero, the writer Louis-

Ferdinand Céline, no doubt heightened Dubuffet’s enthusiasm.3 The written corre-

spondence, followed by a meeting of the two artists in Oldenburg’s studio in 1972,

sheds a retrospective light on Oldenburg’s sources and provides a clue as to the nature

of Dubuffet’s reception in the United States. Both issues can best be understood in the

context of so-called ‘junk culture’, a term coined by the critic Laurence Alloway in

1960 to describe the assemblage and environment-based art that flourished briefly in

New York in the period immediately preceding the advent of pop art in 1962–1963.4

This essay examines Oldenburg’s engagement with the art and ideas of Jean

Dubuffet as they may be traced through drawings, statements and the large-

scale projects of The Street and The Store, spanning the years between 1959 and

1962. During this period art critics debated Dubuffet’s influence over the then
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emerging Oldenburg, and what this influence meant in the broader context of

junk culture and early pop art. In discussing these critical views my aim is to

question the well-rehearsed problematic of artistic influence. Oldenburg, I will

argue, revitalized the issue of influence by the anachronistic gesture of antici-

pating his own reception. In so doing, he transformed influence from a burden-

some perception imposed from the outside into a source of creative inspiration.

The conclusion of the short text that Oldenburg wrote in 1969 for the exhibition

catalogue Dubuffet and the Anticulture can be understood in this light: ‘Dubuffet

influenced me to ask why art is made and what the art process consists of instead

of trying to conform and to extend a tradition.’5

3.1 Letter from Jean Dubuffet to Claes Oldenburg, 16 October 1969. New York:

Claes Oldenburg and Coosje van Bruggen r Claes Oldenburg and Coosje van Bruggen.
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Recent studies on Oldenburg’s early work have examined The Street in re-

ference to urban renewal in New York and the socio-cultural context of the Judson

Gallery where it was first exhibited, overshadowing discussion of the intellectual

and artistic sources of this first environment.6 When these sources have been

explored with particular reference to Dubuffet, the connection has often been

reduced to superficial formal similarities.7 Foregrounding Oldenburg’s intense

and productive interest in Dubuffet enables, by contrast, a new picture of Olden-

burg’s early questioning of the purpose and processes of art to emerge. It also

opens the question of Dubuffet’s reception in the United States. After the critical

and commercial success of his work in the 1940s, at the end of the following

3.2 Letter from Claes Oldenburg to Jean Dubuffet, 4 April 1970. New York: Claes Oldenburg

and Coosje van Bruggen r Claes Oldenburg and Coosje van Bruggen.
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decade Dubuffet’s newly gained institutional success began to coincide with a

growing disinterest in his work on the part of younger artists and the progressive

art journals.

Finally, this relation is inseparable from the artistic and temporal context in

which it occurred. Oldenburg’s engagement with Dubuffet offers an alternative

perspective to readings of junk culture that have typically foregrounded Allan

Kaprow’s activities. Kaprow’s accepted role as the main spokesman for junk cul-

ture has meant that art historians have often privileged his particular historical

rationale and theoretical interpretation of the movement. His articulation of an

all-American artistic genealogy of happenings, for instance, has served to obscure

the divergences that existed from the beginning between his position and that of

Oldenburg, Jim Dine, Robert Whitman and other artists who experimented with

these forms.8 Following an exploration of the idea that Oldenburg anticipated

his own reception in the context of The Street and other works from 1959–1960,

I discuss Oldenburg’s appropriation of Dubuffet’s ideas and the way that he

transformed them and ultimately reversed them in his second major project, The

Store. In conclusion, and as an echo to Oldenburg’s reworking of Dubuffet’s ideas,

I consider Dubuffet’s series of paintings Paris Circus (1961–1962) in terms of a

failed attempt by Dubuffet to engage with contemporary American art.

T H E S T R E E T: N O T T H E ‘ S U N N Y C O N C E P T O F A RT ’

In a drawing dated 1959 and entitled I think your Work looks a lot like Dubuffet (plate

3.3) Oldenburg inserted the barely readable sentence that gives the work its title

in a squashed heart shape outlined on the upper middle half of a sheet of writing

paper. The irregular, swirling and almost illegible lettering is reminiscent of

the distorted and exaggerated loops of primary school writing, while the words

overlap in a way that suggests a multiplicity of voices echoing one another – a

device that appears in other drawings from this period. The standard explanation

given by Oldenburg is that the sentence repeated a comment that he often heard

when people discovered his work in the late 1950s.9 The scarcity of critical

comment before 1960 makes this claim difficult to corroborate. Still, the drawing

can be fruitfully read as a productive anachronism by which Oldenburg antici-

pated the critical reception of his work before it appeared in print. As such, I think

your Work looks a lot like Dubuffet raises a series of questions from which the

modalities of Oldenburg’s relations with Dubuffet can be investigated. Why

would critics compare Oldenburg’s work to Dubuffet’s? What did this say about

Oldenburg’s and Dubuffet’s work, and what meaning did this confer to Old-

enburg’s appropriation of this sentence?

From the start of Oldenburg’s public exposure in New York, Dubuffet’s sup-

posed influence over him was a leitmotiv in his critical reception. After an ex-

hibition at the Cooper Union in 1958 and two solo shows at the Judson Gallery in

1959 – in the context of which he presented a selection of his poems, drawings

and papier-mâché sculptures – Oldenburg developed his first large-scale environ-
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ment: The Street (plates 3.4 and 3.5). This work, shown at the Judson Gallery in

February 1960, alongside Jim Dine’s environment The House and in the context of

the Ray Gun show, was the first to elicit notable critical interest. The Street evoked a

derelict urban space, inspired by New York’s East Village, in the form of a large

assemblage of paper, cardboard, burlap and other found materials that covered

the walls and floor of the space. Cardboard shapes with ragged edges stained in

black were pinned onto the walls, representing cars, heads with speech bubbles

and toy guns. Larger figures were assembled from second-hand materials inc-

luding burlap, newspaper, paper bags, wire and string. They evoked street types

designated under names such as Big Guy and Street Chick.

Critics who saw The Street at the Judson Gallery or when it was re-installed,

with the figures freestanding, at the Reuben Gallery in May 1960 (plate 3.6), im-

mediately noted the formal analogies with Dubuffet’s painting. The anonymous

writer in Art News presented The Street as ‘realising Dubuffet’s universe

in three dimensions’, poining out the proximity between the raw evocation of

the poorer areas of Lower Manhattan and Dubuffet’s urban scenes from the mid-

1940s, depicting figures wandering the grey Paris of the Occupation.10 Indeed,

Oldenburg’s palette of blacks and greys, the outlined figures and impression of

continuous space derived from the space of painting seemed to owe a debt to

works such as Dubuffet’s Façades d’immeubles from 1947, albeit on a larger scale

3.3 Claes Oldenburg, I think your Work looks a lot like Dubuffet, 1959. Ink

on paper, 27.8 � 22.9 cm. New York: Claes Oldenburg and Coosje van

Bruggen r Claes Oldenburg and Coosje van Bruggen
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(plate 3.7). In these paintings, the frontal, vertical structure of the buildings could

also be read as a horizontal grid suggesting a city map with buildings separated

by a network of streets. Oldenburg’s use of rough materials was reminiscent of

Dubuffet’s hautes pâtes paintings such as Archétypes, from 1945 (plate 3.8), which

had recently been on view at the Museum of Modern Art in 1959, in the exhibition

New Images of Man.11 In the hautes pâtes, Dubuffet accumulated gravel, sand and

other non-painting materials to create all-over surfaces into which he scorched

puppet-like figures. In Archétypes figures and background merged into an indis-

criminate surface made of sand, paint and small gravel that gave the canvas a

fossilized appearance. As he enlarged Dubuffet’s paintings, Oldenburg, at least in

the first version of The Street, similarly set his figures in an environment created

from the same materials. This was true of Street Chick and Big Guy, who were made

3.4 Claes Oldenburg, The Street, 1960. In situ, Judson Gallery. Photograph: courtesy of Claes

Oldenburg and Coosje van Bruggen r Claes Oldenburg and Coosje van Bruggen.
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from the refuse that covered the floor, but also of the artist himself when he

dressed up as a tramp and immersed himself in heaps of rags for his first hap-

pening, Snapshots from the City, performed in the context of the exhibition. Olden-

burg’s types also recalled Dubuffet’s signature works of the 1940s, the straight-

faced urban puppets. These were visible in numbers in the retrospective exhib-

ition organized at the Pierre Matisse Gallery in New York in 1959, which

concluded Dubuffet’s collaboration with Pierre Matisse.

In the eyes of the critics who staged the comparison, the unmistakable, if

superficial, connection established between Oldenburg and Dubuffet was mostly

disparaging. Notwithstanding the difference in scale and the move from painting

to three-dimensional space, for the Art News critic quoted earlier, Oldenburg re-

plicated Dubuffet’s insincerity and gratuitous provocation: ‘In realising Dubuffet’s

3.5 Claes Oldenburg, The Street, 1960. In situ, Judson Gallery. Photograph: courtesy of Claes

Oldenburg and Coosje van Bruggen r Claes Oldenburg and Coosje van Bruggen.
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universe in three dimensions, Oldenburg’s feigned depravity similarly seeks to

wrench vision from convention.’12 This view of Dubuffet in the pages of an art

magazine dedicated to the support of avant-garde art revealed traces of a more

general shift in the reception of his work by American critics. In the immediate

postwar period Dubuffet had received support from leading writers on modern

art, Henry McBride, Robert Goldwater and Clement Greenberg, who spoke of the

‘all-over evenness’ of the hautes pâtes.13 Dubuffet’s work had also been the subject

of heated debate, with disgust being repeatedly expressed by the popular New York

Herald journalist Emily Genauer, and a damning editorial published in Life ma-

gazine in December 1948 under the title ‘Dead-end art – Dubuffet’s mud-and

rubble painting turns modernism into a joke’.14 The Pierre Matisse Gallery, one of

New York’s most respected commercial spaces, provided Dubuffet with a strong

showcase. His work was the subject of annual solo shows until 1959. It was

through Pierre Matisse, who had first view of the artist’s recent production, that

Dubuffet’s best works entered major public and private collections. Within the

space of fifteen years, however, Dubuffet had come to be perceived as an in-

stitutional painter rather than a radical experimenter.

A sign of this change was the reception of two exhibitions organized at the

Museum of Modern Art, in which Dubuffet’s work featured prominently: New

Images of Man, curated by Peter Selz in 1959, and The Art of Assemblage, organized by

William Seitz in 1961. Dubuffet was one of the best-represented artists in the first

3.6 Claes Oldenburg, The Street, 1960. In situ, Reuben Gallery. r Claes Oldenburg and Coosje van

Bruggen. Photo: Charles Rappaport, courtesy of Claes Oldenburg and Coosje van Bruggen.
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and credited in the catalogue of the second for coining the term assemblage. Both

shows were criticized for their neglect of New York-based artists. Dubuffet, who

was to have a large travelling retrospective organized by the Museum of Modern

Art the following year, was strongly associated with these shows, and thus was

perceived negatively in the context of what critics saw in both exhibitions as a

strong bias towards European and figurative art and a rejection of abstract ex-

pressionism.15 Even though Dubuffet was perhaps not the painter that an up-and-

coming artist might have wished to be compared with, it made sense in the case

of Oldenburg as regards his background and artistic education. Born in Sweden in

1929, Oldenburg had spent most of his life in Chicago until he moved to New York

in 1956. With institutions such as the Field Museum of Natural History and the

Chicago Arts Club, Chicago cultivated an art scene that, in the 1950s, marked its

difference in relation to New York.16

Enthusiasm for surrealism and expressionism and interest in non-Western art

enabled the city’s young artists to forge a singular identity that the art historian

and curator Peter Selz introduced with little success in New York when he moved

there from Chicago. Chicago was a favourable place for Dubuffet’s ideas to cir-

3.7 Jean Dubuffet, Façades d’immeubles, July 1946. Oil on canvas, 114 � 146 cm. New York: The

Metropolitan Museum of Art. Photograph: courtesy Fondation Dubuffet, Paris r Beeldrecht

Amsterdam, 2006.
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culate, and it was there, on the occasion of a retrospective exhibition of his work

at the Arts Club in 1951, that he delivered the lecture entitled ‘Anticultural Pos-

itions’. This talk, which was informally circulated within art circles, became the

most frequently cited of his statements in the United States. And it was in Chicago

3.8 Jean Dubuffet, Archétypes, May 1945. ‘Haute pâte’ on canvas, 100 � 81 cm. New York:

The Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum. Photograph: courtesy Fondation Dubuffet, Paris

r Beeldrecht Amsterdam, 2006.
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that Oldenburg, amongst artists of a slightly older generation, including Leon

Golub and George Cohen, was first exposed to Dubuffet’s art and ideas. Chicago’s

artistic tradition and independence in relation to New York made Oldenburg

somewhat of an outsider in New York in 1956, a feeling that subsided in the fol-

lowing years as he began to produce and exhibit his work. Amid the notes that he

took during this period, and that were transcribed and reproduced in the mono-

graph published to accompany his retrospective in 1969, a passage from 1960

makes explicit this sense of estrangement in relation to the New York art scene:

After all, I don’t come out of Matisse or the sunny concept of art. I come out of Goya, Rouault,

parts of Dubuffet, Bacon, the humanistic and existentialist Imagists, the Chicago bunch, and

that sets me apart from the whole Hofmann-influenced school.17

Claiming proximity to European artists and to the Chicago Imagist painters of the

1950s, Oldenburg set up an opposition between these sources and the tradition

that led from Hans Hofmann to the New York School and colour-field painting.

The most direct heir of this genealogy in Oldenburg’s immediate surroundings

was undoubtedly Allan Kaprow, who had published his article on ‘The Legacy of

Jackson Pollock’ in 1958 and would take part in 1963 in the exhibition Hans

Hofmann and His Students.18 Describing the way in which Jackson Pollock’s large-

scale paintings ‘ceased to be paintings and became environments’, Kaprow intro-

duced an aesthetic project that was explicitly grounded in a reading of abstract

expressionism.19

Contrary to the American genealogy that Kaprow traced in his articles, Old-

enburg emphasized Chicago rather than New York and Europe rather than the

United States. Furthermore, Oldenburg chose a tradition of figurative rather than

abstract painting, and an expressionist vein rather than a formalist one. This was

not, however, only a matter of exchanging one set of references for another:

equally significant was the particular manner in which Oldenburg chose to make

these references, incorporating them as a material into his work. This choice was

not without risk: works could be misinterpreted, making his position sometimes

difficult to understand for critics. Exemplary of this ambivalence was the drawing

I think your Work looks a lot like Dubuffet (see plate 3.3) which is both an art work

and a letter, and can be read as both a testimonial account and as a fictive

construction.

The same could be said of a letter addressed to Alfonso Ossorio during the

same period, in which Oldenburg asked for permission to visit Dubuffet’s art brut

collection then in his possession, in East Hampton (plate 3.9). Not knowing if this

was a hoax or a serious request, Ossorio, says Oldenburg, never replied to the

letter. In these works, as in the notes – signed under the name Ray Gun – pinned

at the entrance of the Ray Gun show, Oldenburg merged private and public modes

of address, poetry and aphorisms, concealing serious statements behind multiple

voices. Oldenburg’s writing offered a deep contrast with Allan Kaprow, a differ-
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ence that also helps to explain why junk culture has been primarily interpreted

through Kaprow’s perspective. Kaprow’s articles and his book Assemblages, Environ-

ments and Happenings, published in 1966, provided an art-historical justification of

happenings, within which he sketched out his own position. Whether they agreed

or not with Kaprow’s thesis on the legacy of Pollock, art historians and critics

immediately responded to his ideas. The impact of Kaprow’s writing and its ability

to elicit dialogue can be judged, for instance, from the proximity in style and

content between his article ‘‘‘Happenings’’ in the New York scene’, published in

Art News in 1961, and ‘Happenings: an art of radical juxtaposition’, written by the

cultural critic Susan Sontag one year later.20

Also divergent were the ways in which Kaprow and Oldenburg envisaged the

very idea of legacy. Kaprow’s approach in ‘The Legacy of Jackson Pollock’ seems to

be that of an artist as much as that of an art historian, questioning the aftermath

of abstract expressionism. By contrast, Oldenburg, in his drawings and notes,

gives a plurality of references, European and American, making the term legacy

seem less pertinent than that of constellation. It is as if he constructs, through his

work, various constellations of interrelated figures with which his art enters into

a dialogue. Amidst these names, Dubuffet occupies an important position, his

3.9 Claes Oldenburg, ‘Dear Mr Ossorio, I sure Want to See your Nut

Collection’, 1961. Ink on paper, 27.8 � 22.9 cm. New York: Claes Oldenburg

and Coosje van Bruggen r Claes Oldenburg and Coosje van Bruggen.
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name appearing on at least three works on paper that Oldenburg produced in the

years that preceded and followed The Street. Aside from I think your Work looks a lot

like Dubuffet, it could be seen on a drawing in ink on paper with charred edges,

bearing the inscription Dubuffet – Céline – Frenchmen, and on a sketch for an un-

realized sculpture, entitled Homage to Dubuffet and Céline (plate 3.10). Oldenburg

described this second project as a ‘large sculptural homage’ made of two irregular

cardboard and papier-mâché shapes hanging above one another, with ‘Céline’

spelt backwards on top, and ‘Dubuffet’ spelt from left to right underneath, to

show that the influences of the painter and of the writer functioned in different

ways. Only the Céline plaque, entitled C-E-L-I-N-E Backwards (plate 3.11), was even-

3.10 Claes Oldenburg, Notebook Page: Study for an Homage to Celine and

Dubuffet, 1959. Crayon, pencil, ink spots, 17.2 � 12.7 cm on sheet

27.9 � 21.6 cm. New York: Collection Claes Oldenburg and Coosje van

Bruggen r Claes Oldenburg and Coosje van Bruggen.
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tually made, in newspaper soaked in wheat paste over chicken wire with black

paint dribbling over its surface. In the original sketch the name ‘Dubuffet’ was

planned in such a way that the letters ‘u-b-u’ would stand out in the middle of a

speech-bubble shape circled by a faded line, evoking the black humour of Alfred

Jarry’s character Père Ubu (Paris, 1896). A note in the margins of the drawing

reveals Oldenburg’s intentional play with the letters, even though the reference

to Jarry was not further developed.21 Referring to Homage to Dubuffet and Céline,

Oldenburg later declared ‘the two were associated in my mind, that’s why I set out

to make the homage to both of them.’22 This candid explanation, whilst avoiding

the controversial issue of the relation between Dubuffet and Céline, brought to-

gether two figures whose work in painting and writing evoked the idea of what

Clement Greenberg had once described as lumpen art in relation to Dubuffet. For

Oldenburg, Céline was linked to Saul Bellow, whose novel The Adventures of Augie

March (1953), which he read in 1959, was set in Chicago.23 Reading Céline’s first

two novels, Journey to the End of the Night (Voyage au bout de la nuit, 1932) and Death on

the Instalment Plan (Mort à Crédit, 1936), around the time that he planned and

3.11 Claes Oldenburg, C-E-L-I-N-E Backwards, 1959. Newspaper soaked in wheat paste over wire frame,

painted with casein, 78.1 � 100.7 � 7.6 cm). New York: Claes Oldenburg and Coosje van Bruggen

r Claes Oldenburg and Coosje van Bruggen.
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constructed The Street, Oldenburg associated the ‘direct experience that he [Céline]

recorded in that first novel which was very gripping’, with his own ‘direct ex-

perience’ of the New York street and the materials that could be found there.24

In these works, all dating from around 1959 and 1960, references to Dubuffet

thus coexist alongside allusions to other artists and writers. Working in a manner

of free association, Oldenburg links one figure to another, creating a spectrum of

references. Oldenburg’s cardboard Street Chick shared the cheerless grace of the

Parisian prostitutes painted from 1902 to 1907 by the French artist Georges

Rouault, to whom Oldenburg dedicated a drawing in 1959–1960. In the notes

taken by Oldenburg in 1959–1960 and cited by Barbara Rose, Oldenburg defined

Ferdinand, the hero of Céline’s novel Journey to the End of the Night, as a personifi-

cation of death. Ferdinand, reports Rose, was represented by the androgynous

Street Chick, whose face evoked a skull. Both a male and female character, Street

Chick’s name as a man is Ferdinand, the hero of Céline’s novels.25 These hetero-

clite references, collected in a seemingly random, accumulative way, may be

understood, thanks to more recent statements by the artist, as a working method,

at odds again with Kaprow’s more theoretically articulated approach.26 Bringing

together literary figures, fictional characters and artists, Oldenburg undertook to

connect, extrapolate and imitate ideas, works and personalities, thereby justify-

ing his working method. For example, he seemed less fascinated by Bellow’s Augie

March than by the way in which he believed Bellow derived his books not only

from the experience of Chicago low life but also from Céline’s descriptions.

Transposing Bellow’s Chicago to the context of New York’s Lower East Side, Old-

enburg also incorporated into his experience of city life what he imagined as

Dubuffet’s experience of Paris. ‘He seemed to derive – what I’d seen of his work

seemed to derive from the ambience of the street and the dark colors of city

poverty,’ Oldenburg later explained, then going on to describe how he modelled

his practice after what he believed Dubuffet’s way of working to be: ‘the forms

that I found came directly from the street. I would just improvise on that, which is

probably the way Dubuffet worked himself too from the beginnings.’27

Oldenburg’s way of creating a network of references, appropriating the imag-

inary working methods of others and applying them in turn to his own projects,

suggested playing with multiple identities and resorting to imitation in order to

produce originality. Aside from verbal or written statements, Oldenburg also

enacted role-playing in his work, through creating alter egos that enabled him to

work in different styles. From 1959 to 1960 one of the most important of these

doppelg.angers was ‘Ray Gun’, an ubiquitous figure he described as evoking

a primitive expression of the urban. Other alter egos followed throughout Old-

enburg’s career enabling him to express diverse, sometimes opposed ideas. In this

perspective, I think your Work looks a lot like Dubuffet (see plate 3.3) may be read as

having a programmatic value: it laid out the method of imitation, appropriation

and role-playing that paradoxically enabled Oldenburg to assert his originality as

an artist and his particular position as regards the other junk culture artists. In
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defining his artistic persona through the mediation of another, Jean Dubuffet,

Oldenburg transformed the idea of influence as a burden, suggested by the

anonymous critic’s remark recorded in the drawing, into a dynamic process in

which the reference became a creative tool. This became explicit in Oldenburg’s

second project, The Store, which moved a step forward in absorbing Dubuffet’s

ideas in order to extend and transform them.

T H E S T O R E : N E W Y O R K J U N K PA R I S C I R C U S

I am for an art that is political-erotical-mystical, that does something other than sit on its ass in

a museum.

I am for an art that grows up not knowing it is art at all, an art given the chance of having a

starting point of zero.

I am for an art that embroils itself with the everyday crap & still comes out on top.28

When it appeared for the first time in the catalogue of the Martha Jackson ex-

hibition Environments, Situations, Spaces in May 1961, this statement signalled a

turn in Claes Oldenburg’s career. The depressing, grimy atmosphere of The Street,

with its discarded materials and black-and-white tones were left aside. The Store

seemed to embrace wholeheartedly popular culture and its buoyant colours,

vulgarity and plethoric character. Installed amid works by Allan Kaprow, George

Brecht, Jim Dine, Robert Whitman and Walter Gaudnek in Environments, Situations,

Spaces, The Store consisted, in its first version, of large relief plaques hanging

against the walls and from the ceiling.29 These plaques depicted objects of daily

life, such as varieties of foods and items of clothing, as well as popular brand

names represented in evocations of fragments torn from advertising posters such

as Pepsi Cola Sign (plate 3.12).30 After the exhibition closed in June, Oldenburg took

over a shop front on New York’s 2nd Street to use as studio space. Approximate-

ly sixty new pieces were added to the plaques presented at the Martha Jackson

Gallery. These were mainly freestanding objects modelled using plaster over

chicken wire and painted in bright and glossy colours. These pieces were shown

together the following December in the front room of the shop (plate 3.13). In this

manner, The Store could be defined as an environment, as in its previous version,

but it now also functioned as a showcase for the display and sale of individual

works. In spring 1962, after the end of the exhibition, The Store’s backspace hosted

the Ray Gun Theater, a series of ten theatrical actions staged and performed by

Oldenburg with friends and other artists. Oldenburg aimed at exploring what he

called the ‘consciousness of the United States’, drawing, as the critic Sidney Tillim

observed, the ‘everyday American into art’. The Store was to become one of the

most emblematic manifestations of pop art, and in making American culture and

history his subject matter, Oldenburg became close to artists such as Jasper Johns,

Robert Rauschenberg, Robert Indiana, James Rosenquist, Roy Lichtenstein and

Peter Saul, whose work, Tillim argued, all epitomized ‘America’s rediscovery of

America’.31
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From this moment Oldenburg’s relation with the art of Dubuffet confronted

critics with a seemingly unbridgeable paradox. How could Oldenburg’s attraction

to the European constellation of literary and artistic figures around Dubuffet and

their depiction of urban low life concur with his new involvement with the

3.12 Claes Oldenburg, Pepsi Cola Sign, 1961. Muslin soaked in plaster over wire frame, painted with

enamel, 148 � 118.1 � 19.1 cm). Los Angeles: The Museum of Contemporary Art, the Panza Col-

lection. Photo: courtesy of Claes Oldenburg and Coosje van Bruggen r Claes Oldenburg and

Coosje van Bruggen.
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particularities of American popular culture? For most critics, the answer was

unambiguous; it meant that Oldenburg had abandoned references to Dubuffet.

This was Tillim’s opinion:

If The Store (. . .) came closer to obviously embracing that which it presumably deplored, it was

partly because Oldenburg no longer depends on Dubuffet for what was both aesthetically

and sociologically misleading. Dubuffet’s basal and reflexive sophistication contradicted Old-

enburg’s very real infatuation with the tawdriness of specifically American kitsch.32

Other writers have shared this belief.33 In 1969 Barbara Rose suggested that

the word ‘Frenchmen’ inserted at the bottom of Oldenburg’s Céline – Dubuffet –

Frenchmen drawing from 1959 demonstrated Oldenburg’s need to pinpoint and to

reject the European references in his work in order to delve into American cul-

ture.34 This necessity had already arisen at the time of The Store and its claim

could be related to the larger framework of the antagonism between American

pop and proto-pop trends coming from Europe.

Typical of the connection established between the emergence of pop, the

fading of assemblage and the disregard for European art was the review of The Art

of Assemblage by Thomas Hess, the editor of Art News. The negative criticism that

had, in general, greeted the show at the end of 1961 stemmed in particular from

what was then perceived as the Museum of Modern Art’s partiality towards Euro-

3.13 Claes Oldenburg in The Store, 107 E. 2nd Street, New York City, 1961. Photo: Robert McElroy,

courtesy of Claes Oldenburg and Coosje van Bruggen r Claes Oldenburg and Coosje van Bruggen.
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pean art. Hess particularly attacked what he saw as the Museum’s ‘eager’ prom-

otion of ‘the flimsiest bit of Paris-approved chic as soon as it comes on the mar-

ket’.35 A similar trend was in view in the New Realists exhibition in 1962. Whereas

Sidney Janis had wanted to show convergences between young European and

American artists, his show was only remembered for bringing together for the

first time Oldenburg, Roy Liechtenstein, James Rosenquist, Andy Warhol and Tom

Wesselman.

If the idea of proximity between Oldenburg and Dubuffet was now rejected by

critics and not favoured by the more general context, Oldenburg’s environment

The Store and the statement ‘I am for an art’ nevertheless still articulated an af-

finity with Dubuffet’s ideas. Associations could be made, for instance, with Du-

buffet’s garish-coloured paintings from the Marionettes de la Ville et de la Campagne

series, made in the early 1940s. In sloppily applying glossy paint over his plaster

objects, Oldenburg achieved a crude, primitive style that recalled the child-like

forms of such paintings as Vue de Paris – Le Petit Commerce (plate 3.14). Oldenburg’s

references to the bright and straightforward design of advertising posters were

reminiscent of Dubuffet’s borrowings from folk art and the simplified pictorial

3.14 Jean Dubuffet, Vue de Paris – Le Petit Commerce, 2 February 1944. Oil on canvas, 73 � 92 cm.

Japan, Private collection. Photo: courtesy Fondation Dubuffet, Paris r Beeldrecht Amsterdam,

2006.
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language of shop signs. More than simply resembling or evoking Dubuffet’s

paintings, however, The Store gave a new actuality to Dubuffet’s celebration of the

everyday and his wish to create an art that appealed to the ‘common man’. Like

Dubuffet, Oldenburg drew on popular culture, but he associated it with the

particular context of the United States, remarking once, ‘There’s this about

America — the popular arts succeeded very well here even among those who

might be thought to be above them. They are taken very seriously.’36 Also dif-

ferent from Dubuffet was the scale of Oldenburg’s work. The Store was comparable

to a walk-in painting filled with daily-life objects. It exuded an enthusiasm and joie

de vivre that only painstakingly emerged from Dubuffet’s pictures of locked-up

shops and rare passers-by, despite their bright primary and secondary colours.

Furthermore, Oldenburg’s decision to craft, show and sell his work from a store

directly on the street seemed to concretize Dubuffet’s wish for a greater proximity

between art and the ‘man on the street’, by breaking away from an elitist system

only available to initiates.37 Located in a busy neighbourhood, Oldenburg’s Store

was successful. Whereas Dubuffet often received the most relentless attacks on

his works from the popular press, Oldenburg’s exhibition was prolonged by a

month in January 1962, due to popular demand.38 And, as I have indicated, the

performances staged from February to May 1962 in the backspace of The Store, and

captured on film, brought to life characters of the kind that populated Dubuffet’s

hautes pâtes paintings. In the Ray Gun Theater Oldenburg gave his characters ste-

reotyped roles, such as the ‘beggar’ and the ‘street chick’, and enacted simple,

often absurd and repetitive actions that were incorporated into a narrative.

If both The Store and the Ray Gun Theater seemed to prolong, enlarge, and give

an actuality to Dubuffet’s paintings, so did Oldenburg’s ‘I am for an art’. In this

text Oldenburg listed a series of subjective propositions that seemed to echo dir-

ectly Dubuffet’s ‘Avant-propos d’une conference populaire sur la peinture’, in

which the French painter criticized museums, comparing them to cemeteries. He

rejected ‘boring’ art, and encouraged his audience to find art in the small events

of daily life. This last point, in particular, seems directly to anticipate the first two

propositions made by Oldenburg in his text:

I am for an art that is political-erotical-mystical, that does something other than sit on its ass in

a museum.

I am for an art that grows up not knowing it is art at all, an art given the chance of having a

starting point of zero.

Oldenburg’s statements often echoed themes developed by Dubuffet in the 1940s.

When The Street was on show at the Judson Gallery, Barbara Rose recalled that

Oldenburg ‘typed up and pinned to a bulletin board . . . random thoughts’, some

of which read ‘Look for beauty where it is not supposed to be found [. . .] the city is

a landscape well worth enjoying – damn necessary if you live in the city’, and ‘Dirt

has depth and beauty. I love soot and scorching.’39 Oldenburg’s imperative tones
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were reminiscent of Dubuffet’s exhortations to look for alternative criteria of

beauty in the short essay ‘Notes pour les fins-lettrés’ and the lecture ‘Anticultural

Positions’.40 The differences between the two, however, are easy to discern. The

elegant way in which the besuited Dubuffet delivered his ‘Anticultural Positions’

lecture in 1951 was at odds with the speechless, but dramatic-looking, perfor-

mances of Oldenburg in Snapshots from the City.41

In his process of re-inventing Dubuffet, Oldenburg found himself, in the end,

creating works that opposed Dubuffet’s original ideas by stretching and trans-

posing them into new contexts which deeply altered or even contradicted their

original meaning. When Dubuffet, in the context of postwar France, stated: ‘True

art is always where it is unexpected. Where nobody thinks about it or mentions

its name’, he directed his argument against the French cultural establishment

and against the figure of the intellectual.42 By contrast, when Oldenburg urged

the public to see art in each of its small or unexpected manifestations, he was

already placing himself within a framework which, by incorporating popular

culture into art, gave birth to pop art.

I am for an art that imitates the human, that is comic, if necessary, or violent, or whatever is

necessary.

I am for an art that takes its form from the lines of life itself that twists and extends and

accumulates, and spits and drips, and is heavy and coarse and blunt and sweet and stupid as life

itself.

In the context of America in the early 1960s, Oldenburg displayed a fascination

for the manifestations of popular culture. Although similar to Dubuffet in

wanting to attribute new roles and places for art, Oldenburg’s all-inclusive con-

ception was, in reality, opposed to Dubuffet’s more exclusive idea that ‘true art’

was to be found in the most unexpected places but disappeared as soon as it was

labelled ‘art’.

Dubuffet’s idea of the ‘common man’ remained largely an abstraction and a

theoretical construction, and his rejection of the museum and the professional

art system purely rhetorical. His dismissal of culture was coupled with an at-

traction to the timelessness epitomized by the art brut artists, who created art

whilst seemingly being outside time, untouched by cultural trends. By trans-

posing such notions into the American reality of the early 1960s, Oldenburg

twisted Dubuffet’s timeless conception of art brut to make it espouse the partic-

ularities of what Oldenburg described as the American ‘culturelessness’ of the

early 1960s.43 It was in this move away from the a-historical quality of Dubuffet’s

theoretical standpoint to the specific context of ‘present-day America’ that Old-

enburg ultimately came to oppose Dubuffet’s aesthetic conceptions.

When, in 1945, Dubuffet realized that he received mostly scathing responses

from the man on the street, whose interest he claimed to seek, his art changed

from the coloured Marionettes to the dark encrusted hautes pâtes, exuding, as he
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remarked, a more misanthropic mood.44 It was clear that his work would always

remain part of the museum system, and Dubuffet, aside from his manifestos,

would not do anything to oppose this.45

Some fifteen years later Oldenburg drew upon the idea of an art for the

common man previously developed by Dubuffet when he set off to create his first

environments. The Store, which followed The Street, became an early emblem of pop

art. Far more than Dubuffet’s art, The Store, and pop art in general, played on both

registers of high and low, of avant-garde and mainstream, and encountered un-

precedented appeal to audiences. The positive and colourful ambiance of The Store

signalled Oldenburg’s move from the hand-made aspect of his work, which rel-

ated to junk culture, to the cleaner and more distinct shapes with a quasi-

industrial finish that would soon become the trademark of his work and the

signature of pop art in general, starting in 1963 with his Bedroom Ensemble (1963,

Ottawa: National Gallery of Canada).

Through The Store and The Street Oldenburg conferred in 1959–1961 a new at-

tractiveness to Dubuffet’s paintings from the 1940s. His environments suggested

that Dubuffet’s depiction of Paris and its archetypal characters and his ideas on

the ‘common man’ could resonate in another context. They could be re-actualized

and transposed from postwar Paris to pre-pop New York. In so doing, Oldenburg

3.15 Jean Dubuffet, L’Automobile, Fleur de l’Industrie, 1920 June 1961. Oil on canvas, 220 � 165 cm.

Photo: courtesy Fondation Dubuffet, Paris r Beeldrecht Amsterdam, 2006.
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simultaneously contributed to historicize Dubuffet – a process also reflected in

Dubuffet’s critical reception – by giving an actuality to paintings that were no

longer new. Had Dubuffet, who was a generation older than Oldenburg, been only

an artist of the past, this would have been an issue of chronology. But Dubuffet

continued to work and to exhibit widely, producing, in the early 1960s, a body of

work that can be read in relation to Oldenburg’s development. It is impossible to

envisage the connection between Dubuffet and Oldenburg strictly as temporally

delimited, a one-way process of influence of one artist over another, and it

questions the multiplicity of forms that influence may take. While there was no

direct relation between Oldenburg and Dubuffet at the time when Oldenburg

made and exhibited The Store, Dubuffet produced, between February 1961 and July

1962, eighty-eight paintings entitled, as a series, Paris Circus, which bear many

similarities with Oldenburg’s project. The paintings stage the conspicuous con-

sumption of the 1960s in jittery views of Paris filled with people, automobiles and

advertising signs. The obsession with cars recorded in L’Automobile, Fleur de l’In-

dustrie (plate 3.15) and the impression of continuous movement evoked in the

swirling lines of Paris Montparnasse (plate 3.16) anticipate Jacques Tati’s humorous

depictions of modern society in Trafic (1971). These pictures are also reminiscent

of the interest in the object and daily life recorded in the works of the French

3.16 Jean Dubuffet, Paris Montparnasse, 521 March 1961. Oil on canvas, 165 � 220 cm. Photo:

courtesy Fondation Dubuffet, Paris r Beeldrecht Amsterdam, 2006.

PA R I S C I R C U S N E W Y O R K J U N K

101& ASSOCIATION OF ART HISTORIANS 2006



nouveau réalisme, defined by Pierre Restany in 1960, and of emerging British and

American pop artists. But Dubuffet’s hand-scribbled brand names, his broken

colours, the motifs he lifts from one painting to repeat in another, seem to share

more particularly the painterly quality and wryness of Claes Oldenburg’s plaster

signs with garish, roughly mixed colours and dribbling paint (see plate 3.12).

The convergences between the Paris Circus series and The Store seem less sur-

prising when traced back to Dubuffet’s paintings of views of Paris from the mid-

1940s. Dubuffet explicitly made reference to his earlier work when he described

the impetus behind Paris Circus in a letter of August 1961 to the French art critic

Geneviève Bonnefoi:

I live locked up in my studios doing, guess what? Paintings in the spirit and style of those I was

making in 1943. I have reversed gears after ending the Matériologies and have decided to start all

over again, in the hope of leading to a better conclusion all of my older experiments which I feel

I have insufficiently developed and stopped prematurely.46

This backward glance at his earlier work, made in the hope of creating

something new, spells out the process of influence as creation as it was envisaged

by Oldenburg when he drew on Dubuffet’s paintings of the 1940s. The coin-

cidence of both artists looking back to the hautes pâtes and the Marionettes de la

Ville et de la Campagne (a series of paintings made in 1943 and 1944) may suggest

that the time was ripe for those works to resurface, as they did when included in

several exhibitions between 1959 and 1962. Yet the coincidence conceals diver-

gences. When Oldenburg claimed – thereby anticipating his critical reception –

that his ‘work looked a lot like Dubuffet’, he turned a comment implying the

weight of one artist on another into a statement introducing an artistic prog-

ramme. But when Dubuffet explained, in 1961, that he was looking back at his old

work, he could be perceived as enacting a somewhat regressive anachronism,

reverting to his earlier and successful works. What did Dubuffet hope to achieve?

Despite the unenthusiastic response that they elicited in New York, the Paris Circus

paintings, when compared to the earlier Marionettes, are striking not only for their

change of atmosphere but also for their treatment of space on a larger scale. The

vertical–horizontal structure of paintings like Facades d’immeubles (1946, New York:

Metropolitan Museum of Art), in which the small rectangles of windows and

doors repeated the overall shape of the canvas, is cast aside in favour of a con-

tinuous, undulating, seemingly endlessly shifting space. In one of the major

works of the series, Rue Passagère (plate 3.17) the line dividing the painting hor-

izontally across its centre is curved, suggesting a concave, haptic space, seemingly

stretching to accommodate the figures and cars moving within it. In light of

Oldenburg’s Store, this treatment of space appears as an embryonic attempt to go

beyond the limits of the canvas in order to create a large-scale three-dimensional

painterly space, a point that Oldenburg stressed as being, for him, one of the

motivations for moving from painting to environments. Read from this perspective,
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the Paris Circus series anticipates the blue-, red- and white-painted polystyrene

sculptures that Dubuffet began to make in 1966, the monumental ‘walk-in pic-

torial spaces’, such as the Cabinet Logologique (1967, 1974–76, Périgny-sur-Yerres:

Fondation Dubuffet) and the Jardin d’hiver (1968–70, Paris: Musée national d’art

moderne, Centre Georges Pompidou). That the space in Paris Circus anticipated

Dubuffet’s move towards three dimensions can be interpreted from the sequence

of works from the beginning of the Hourloupe cycle in 1962, to the monumental

structures. Dubuffet explicitly acknowledged the connection, but only retro-

spectively, in 1980, when he wrote in the preface to the thirty-first volume of his

catalogue raisonné.

The desire to create habitable sites – or more specifically, mental interpretations of three-

dimensional sites built at the scale of real sites – evoked so as to render these interpretations

liveable in – originated in 1962, with the Paris views from the series Paris Circus. The idea to

construct a many-coloured architectural element (a shop, or preferably a group of shops, a

street fragment) in the same whimsical form as the paintings and gouaches of that series

evoking Paris streets occupied from that moment the author’s mind . . . .47

3.17 Jean Dubuffet, Rue Passagère, 1219 July 1961. Oil on canvas, 130 � 162 cm. Paris: Musée

national d’art moderne, Centre Georges Pompidou r Beeldrecht Amsterdam, 2006.
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While the publication of his catalogue raisonné inevitably allowed Dubuffet a

retrospective glance at his own work, his description of ‘a shop, or preferably

a group of shops, a street fragment’, items never featured amidst the monuments

from the Hourloupe series (which privileged ‘gardens’, ‘trees’ and unspecified

‘edifices’), raises the question of Dubuffet being influenced in his retrospective

interpretation by a knowledge of Oldenburg’s Store, which he had seen in 1969 in

the retrospective that had prompted him to seek contact with Claes Oldenburg.

Although this possibility may not be verified, it nevertheless gives credence

to the idea of influence as dialogue rather than one-way process, a dialogue that

Dubuffet instigated on 16 October 1969, when he wrote to Oldenburg. This dia-

logue between works and artists took place, over the years, within the interstices

of a context largely dominated in American and European cultural politics by a

likening of national with cultural identity. The reluctance with which critics

discussed Oldenburg’s possible influence of Dubuffet, just as the negative reac-

tions that Dubuffet’s work encountered in the late 1950s reveal the extent to

which institutional discourses and art criticism were interrelated, a process that

Serge Guilbaut’s pioneering work carefully analysed in relation to the immediate

postwar period.48 If recent scholarship has shown that a certain level of exchange

between Europe and American artistic institutions took place,49 the investigation

of institutional policies has often overshadowed discussion that considers Eur-

opean and American art together. The relationship between Dubuffet and Old-

enburg suggests that studies of transatlantic influences at the level of artistic

production can contribute to a shift in this perspective, even, or particularly, as

these narratives fall in-between the broader lines of institutional history.

Discussion of influence may offer a privileged means to re-evaluate trans-

atlantic artistic exchanges from the postwar period onwards only if it goes be-

yond the simplified notion of influence as weight or even as ‘collage’, to quote

Thomas Hess, one of the many critics focused on the question of cultural dom-

ination in the extended postwar period.50 By contrast, varied forms of influence

as creation, antithesis – as proposed in particular by Harold Bloom – and pro-

ductive anachronism can prove an effective tool in reconsidering the historical

narratives that have shaped, at the broad level of cultural politics, the dominant

reading of European and American art since 1945.51

The arguments outlined here suggest that influence may be inverted, that

influence may exist more as a dialogue between artists than as a one-directional

process or as a straight line from past to future. In these senses, influence be-

comes inseparable from productive anachronism.
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This article is based a chapter of my PhD dissertation, ‘The Outsider as Insider.

Jean Dubuffet and the United States, 1945–1973’, and I am grateful to Sarah

Wilson, for her tireless supervision. My research benefitted from a travel subsidy

awarded by the University of London. I am deeply grateful to Camiel van Winkel

for his support and thoughtful reactions to the essay as it developed. I owe special

thanks to Jon Kear and the editors of Art History for their comments and sug-

gestions and to my colleagues at the Universiteit van Amsterdam, Rachel Esner

and Thomas Lange for their invaluable responses. I owe a great debt of thanks to

Claes Oldenburg, Sarah Crowner and the Fondation Dubuffet in Paris for granting

me interviews and access to archives.
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de son chemin pour entrer dans ces galleries; il

faut avoir pris l’habitude de s’y rendre, et ceux

qui le font, en fin de compte, c’est seulement les

amateurs maniaques de la peinture.’ I too (. . .)

have a picture dealer who has a gallery in Paris

(. . .) But that is not exactly what I like best. One

has to make a detour to go to these galleries,

make a habit of visiting them and, at the end of

the day, it is only the fanatic art lovers who do

that. Reprinted in Prospectus, aux amateurs de tout

genre, Paris, 1946. vol. 1, 36. This is the first, short

collection of writings by Dubuffet to appear in

print. The texts in this volume are included in
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