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Tony Tasset: The Amazing Technicolor Conceptualist 

Martin Patrick 

Be regular and ordinary in your life, like a bourgeois, so that you may be violent and 

original in your work.                                                           Gustave Flaubert 

In the eclectic yet frequently dreary setting of recent art, the artist Tony Tasset is a 

particularly refreshing presence. He has become increasingly well-known over the past 

decade through his ongoing efforts to dismantle the newly constructed edifice of 

“Conceptual Art History” and run wildly around the (de-)construction site. Although 

Tasset emerged in the late 1980s, and has worked actively since that time, his art remains 

generally underexamined by critics.1 His intriguing and idiosyncratic body of work is 

also highly diverse in terms of media, from the early sculptures to the more recent 

photographs, videos, and installations. Tasset often seeks to present a maximum density 

of content with a minimal amount of “handiwork” (in other words, he skillfully mines the 

Duchampian tradition), which has probably led him in turn to use photomedia almost 

exclusively in recent years.2 

 I have seen Tony Tasset and several of his contemporaries3 referred to as “neo-

conceptualists” but I’m beginning to wonder what that really means, and whether such a 

term is indeed helpful at all in assessing the scope of this particular artist’s production. 

Maybe it’s not a question of reading such terms, but of viewing his practice. Aren’t neo-

conceptualists simply younger artists working in a comparatively recent (and arguably 

dominant) tradition reaching back to those artists who slouched away from the swollen 

corpus of high Modernism? Moreover, while it may be useful to at least ponder where 

Tasset “fits in” in terms of the (neo-) conceptual lineage, it might not do us much good to 
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stick around here too long, in the library, coughing up the dust which has settled upon old 

art magazines and catalogs. 

 Nevertheless, several interesting points of reference emerge when considering 

Tasset’s work within a broader art historical framework. Tasset initially exhibited as an 

artist offering a kind of meta-commentary on previous art movements, particularly both 

Minimalism and Modernist abstraction. His Domestic Abstraction series (1986-87) 

features framed fur-covered rectangles, representing an unholy marriage between Hans 

Hofmann and seventies interior design. This was still the era of the long backlash against 

painting on the part of many artists and critics, and Tasset’s work slides comfortably into 

that discourse. As a matter of fact, his subsequent works were entitled Comfortable 

Abstractions (1987-88), and integrated leather seat cushions into sculptures akin to 

Donald Judd’s serial plinths and cubes.  

 Much of Tasset’s early work can be understood as an energetic response from a 

younger artist working in the wake of both Minimalism (Judd, Morris, LeWitt) AND 

Post-Minimalism (Hesse, Nauman, Serra). Tasset was building an eloquent infrastructure 

for his own work largely by referencing the work of others. He proceeded to work his 

way through Modernist issues related to the legacy of both painted and sculptural form 

for some time, although aided and abetted by Postmodernist hindsight. 

 But Tasset’s works then became increasingly performative and oriented instead 

toward the documentation of actions. In the 1993 photographSpew, it’s as if Tasset is 

issuing a look-alike portrayal of Bruce Nauman’s 1966 Fountain, this time around with 

blood or pigment—actually chocolate syrup—spurting from the artist’s mouth. 1996’s 

videoSquib portrays Tasset standing against a stark white wall confronting the camera as 
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if transported from a police line-up, and after several seconds of anticipation he is shot—

the act is loud, bloody, and startling, but—wait a minute—this is (of course) simply a 

Hollywood-style stunt. Tasset has flung yet another conceptual boomerang, flying out 

and sailing back picking up art historical reverberations along the way, such as recalling 

Chris Burden’s infamous 1971 piece Shoot in which a friend fired a rifle at his arm. 

(Significantly in the case of Burden’s work, however, real blood was shed, an audience—

albeit miniscule—witnessed the act, and the artist staked his claim to a certain kind of 

macabre notoriety.)4 

 In a work commissioned to accompany a 1995 Robert Smithson exhibition, Tony 

Tasset played the role of Smithson in order to create a  large-scale photographic homage; 

actually an off-kilter Madame Tussaud’s-like rendering, as Tasset/Smithson, with mock 

seriousness begins to shovel up the desert environs of Las Vegas. We see Mr. Earthworks 

himself, clad in a straw cowboy hat, hornrim glasses, a garish striped shirt and matching 

beige Levis and jacket. This is a sixties visionary as depicted by a member of “the Blank 

Generation” (to use musician and poet Richard Hell’s term), a fraudulent image refracted 

through the looking glass of the Clinton years, a period in which art continued to 

transform itself into entertainment or seemingly disappear altogether like NEA grants for 

individual artists or Smithson’s own Spiral Jetty, submerged under the Great Salt Lake.5 

 Several artists today are working in territory not unrelated to Tasset’s, but to 

wider international acclaim, such as the Italian Maurizio Cattelan, with his similar 

interest in masquerade and madcap humor. As with Tasset, it becomes pointless to 

determine truth and falsehood in Cattelan’s unusual “body of work,” in the context of 

which he has hired a performer to wear a Disneyland-style Picasso costume in the 
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Museum of Modern Art,  created a hyperrealistic sculpture of Pope John Paul II trapped 

by a fallen meteor, and even duct-taped his own Italian gallery dealer to a wall.6  

 Further artistic antecedents and kindred spirits of Tasset would inevitably include 

the California-based Mike Kelley, Paul McCarthy, and Charles Ray. All three artists, like 

Tasset, used their early works to challenge prevailing notions of “standard” artpractice: 

McCarthy made videotapes of himself slithering along his studio floor through wet paint 

(1972), Kelley fabricated  odd plywood birdhouses/geometric sculptures (1978), and Ray 

emphatically used his own naked body within his quasi-Minimalist sculptures (1981).  

 Once upon a time they were called “bad boys” (in a ridiculous critical shorthand), 

but I’m now thinking of some other terms, hmmnn....”nature boy” no, that’s not it, yes, 

it’s “suburb boy.” Tasset, originally from Cincinnati, Ohio is a blond, forty-something 

white male who lives in the affluent town of Oak Park, approximately ten miles from 

Chicago, thus becoming via his demographic profile a truly exotic protagonist for our 

current narrative. (As with Smithson and Kelley, for example, native sons of New Jersey 

and Michigan, respectively.) 

 I am charmed and fascinated by Tasset’s active incorporation of themes related to 

rock and roll, which to borrow an old song title, we could call the “sound of the 

suburbs.”7 The primary example of this approach is Tasset’s goofy self-portrait in the 

guise of Neil Young. I look at this photographic caricature and to me it also resembles 

some psychotic guitar-wielding version of Ray Bolger’s scarecrow from the 1939 Wizard 

of Oz (perhaps America’s best contribution to the genre of Surrealist film). Young, who 

has successfully survived the turbulent events of his generation in both life and art, offers 

a provocative parallel to the visual artist’s own struggle to make work, stay active, and 
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remain visible. As On Kawara’s conceptual postcards sent to friends and colleagues in 

the artworld during the 1970s read “I am still alive...” 

 At the end of “my” seventies, I was stuck in a horrible shithole of a private 

school in the American South. The game of choice among the male students was to 

induce one another to laugh cruelly at such captivating exhibits on display as: the 

squirrel-like toupée of the headmaster, the pitifully stuttering farmboy named Jimmy, and 

the then-handicapped (now mobility-impaired) science teacher. The morning chapel 

services were the worst, as not only did I have to endure off-key renditions of “Onward 

Christian Soldiers,” but my attempts to suppress laughter were often the most desperate, 

grueling, and ultimately unsuccessful. At one of these fine occasions, I remember that I 

couldn’t help beginning to urinate, and once it began, I could not stop and piss was 

running down my leg and my brown polyester pants were getting a nice warm inner 

coating. 

 Please excuse the graphic digression above, and I will spare you any further 

details from my own résumé, but the reason I subjected you to the previous paragraph is 

that these specific memories “flooded” back to me on seeing Tony Tasset’s life-sized 

self-portrait entitled I Peed In My Pants (1994). Arms crossed, the artist looks out at the 

viewer, his khaki pants recently soaked as well. My willful attempt to digress from my 

assigned role as art historian and critic just now was an effort to help demonstrate how 

peculiarly resonant Tasset’s meditations on everyday life in the Postmodern world really 

are. At first glance they might appear seemingly offhand one liners, but several of 

Tasset’s “comedic” works are actually his most evocative, poignant, and disturbing. 
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 Halloween is the great American holiday as it involves capitalism, spectacle, and 

cliché in equal measure. Tasset has addressed this yearly event as well in his 1997 Jack O 

Lantern, which is—simply put—a pumpkin with a carved face made of bronze and 

painted to look like the everyday “real” thing. This exercise in trompe l’oeil again might 

fall flat if it didn’t manage to summon multiple associations from October 31st and its 

attendant American fantasies and rituals. The most unpleasant neighbors of mine (call 

them the Smiths, and don’t tell them I was talking about them) are fanatically obsessed 

with decorating for Halloween, traditionally a time when the most uptight suburban 

inhabitants get to “cut loose.” This brings to mind lyrics from the San Francisco punk 

band the Dead Kennedys’ 1982 song “Halloween”: “You’ll brag about it for 

months/Remember what I did/Remember what I was/Back on Halloween/But what’s in 

between/Where are your ideas/You sit around and dream/For next Halloween.”8 

 But after all of these accumulated digressions, misreadings, and tirades, I haven’t 

yet talked about some other essential components of Tony Tasset’s art, such as his 

apparent sweetness, calm, and (un-)easy acceptance of the world. (Yes I know I was just 

quoting Jello Biafra). In contemporary America what truly remains crucial to us after we 

have left the protective shell of irony, popular culture, and our dubious mythologies 

behind? I would assert that one’s actual experience lived out with family,  friends, and 

lovers then outweighs all else. But how might an artist choose to express and 

communicate his/her relation to these overwhelmingly significant, but frequently 

altogether undramatic and visually mundane aspects of life? 

 In the case of Tasset, he has addressed these concerns by intensively exploring his 

links with his immediate family and surroundings, and how tenuous, mutable, and 
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fleeting these connections really can be. He has paid homage to his wife the artist Judy 

Ledgerwood in several works, including another large-scale photographic portrait and a 

35mm film loop featuring  several seconds of Ledgerwood’s reaction to the camera’s 

presence. These works take the interrelated notions of “family picture” and “home 

movie” and import them into the current normative language of contemporary art (the 

shared field of activity of both Tasset and Ledgerwood, the artist couple): the 

cibachrome, glossy and desirable, saturated with brilliant color; and the grandiose conceit 

of the room-size projection/installation.9 

 However a loose trilogy of recent film and video works (Better Me, 1996; I am u r 

me, 1998; and In My Room, 2000) seems to offer the most complex portrait of Tasset—

and family—so far.  

 Better Me is a four-segment epic brilliantly laid out in all of six and a half 

minutes. Here actors fill in for the Tasset family. Of particular note is the artist’s 

“double,” a handsome and genial fellow who says all the right things but whose presence 

almost immediately becomes cloying and unbearable. He is the artist as soap opera hero, 

nauseatingly nice. We follow him through the following adventures: telling his wife in 

front of a glowing fire that she needn’t work because money’s not everything and of 

course her art is more important10; cut to Tasset’s twin on the telephone, refusing a 

retrospective exhibition because his new work is all that counts; segue to Professor Tasset 

at the University being complimented by a young blond student for changing her life, and 

finally a gleeful sword fight between “pirate” father and son.  

 As I mentioned before, the actor-Tasset is numbingly awful to watch, as are the 

other actors, actually. Do we truly believe such people so familiar to us as types from 



Martin Patrick                     Writing Sample                                                  2528 wds 

 8 

countless television dramas are somehow our betters, inhabitants of more perfect 

alternate world where everything’s going to be all right? The production standard of 

Better Me  is perhaps barely up to the level of a TV movie, thus we are witness to a 

dreamlike Walter Mitty fantasy voiced in a manner which is simultaneously charmless 

and professional, generic and frightening. This fantasy of a more perfect life betrays us in 

all of its imperfect artificial edges.  

 The digitized morphing in I am u r me (1998) is once again a stunt, and not really 

a new or particularly inspired one at that. Here the cheery (real) Tasset family unit—

father, mother, and son—sits eating breakfast around the table; the morning paper is 

poised on its edge, and a traffic report plays in the background. All of a sudden the 

likeness of the father is “passed around” the table, as each family member is transformed:  

father into mother, son into father, mother into son... If viewed in an MTV video (as once 

made famous in a Michael Jackson clip) this technique might elicit groans, but as in 

Better Me Tasset dares to appropriate stylistic tropes familiar to us from leaden, 

commercial kitsch and integrate them fully within his work, articulating himself in the 

crass syntax of our cable television lifestyle. Let’s not kid ourselves, he seems to say, if 

we weren’t drinking cheap white wine at a gallery opening we just might be drinking 

cheap beer at home sprawled in front of the electronic hearth. 

 The tour de force In My Room (2000) again summons a reference to popular 

music, the Beach Boys’ song of the same title composed by Brian Wilson, a white 

suburban male who went to the verge of madness in his life rather than in his art.11 But 

there is no musical accompaniment to this video cycle, no soundtrack at all, just a five-

minute procession of images, quotidian existence with its “volume” notched up through 
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visual acceleration. In My Room isolates Tasset’s profile, which occupies roughly half the 

screen, as he moves through the actions of daily life: talking, eating, sleeping, teaching, 

kissing, driving, gardening, resting all unfold before us. Only the constant visual anchor 

of Tasset’s ruddy cheek, darting eyes, and disheveled hair serves to stabilize this anarchic 

“day in the life.” 

 In My Room gives us a compressed, framed, boxed-in Tony Tasset. Just as surely 

as his earlier works take landmarks of Conceptualism, Minimalism, and Performance Art 

as their points of departure, this video articulates all we in a sense need to and get to 

know about the artist Tasset himself. At its end, we are suddenly left perhaps wondering, 

bewildered, or dizzy, but with the clear impression that Tasset has created in the 

kaleidoscopic breadth of his art his own distinct space, by virtue of a singular, 

independent mindset, “in his room,” indeed. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 The major exceptions include a long list of brief reviews of particular exhibitions, a 
lengthy profile by Chicago critic Kathryn Hixon (“Transcendence to Transformation: 
The Art of Tony Tasset” New Art Examiner, May 2000) and, interestingly enough, a 
citation and reproduction of Tasset’s 1987 Sculpture Bench in art historian Brandon 
Taylor’s primer on contemporary art Avant-Garde and After: Rethinking Art Now 
(Abrams, 1995). 
 
2 A remarkable departure from the recent video works is his Cherry Tree (1999), an 
exacting life-sized sculptural representation of its namesake, created using wax and 
paint. One might even make the case for a genre of “arboreal” conceptualism, both old 
and new, with such examples as Michael Craig-Martin’s An Oak Tree (1973: “What I’ve 
done is change a glass of water into a full-grown oak tree without altering the accidents 
of the glass of water/The accidents?/Yes. The colour, feel, weight, size...”), Rodney 
Graham’s photographs of trees and camera obscura built to view the image of one in 
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particular, Bluff, Roxy Payne’s 50 foot tall stainless steel tree constructed for the 2002 
Whitney Biennial and installed in Central Park, and Maurizio Cattelan’s placing of an 
actual olive tree growing out from a large cube of soil in the Manifesta 2 exhibition 
(Luxemburg, 1998). 
 
3 Jeanne Dunning, Gaylen Gerber, Judy Ledgerwood, Hirsch Perlman, Joe Scanlan. 
 
4 For more on reactions to Burden’s performance, see writer Jan Tumlir’s piece in 
Artforum (December 2001) which recalls the work’s impact. Here Burden remembers his 
subsequent encounter with the police: “‘I made up some story about a hunting accident 
and they're going, ‘How's your wife?’ They were convinced that my wife had shot me. 
They basically knew there was something fishy going on. . . . To this day people are still 
pissed off.’”  
  
5 Smithson’s earthwork recently (Fall 2002) surfaced to modest fanfare, although 
coincidentally at around the same time Artforum published a lengthy tale of one writer’s 
unsuccessful search for the Jetty (Nico Israel, “Non-Site Unseen: How I Spent My 
Summer Vacation,” Sept. 2002). 
 
6 For more on Cattelan’s work, see the monograph Maurizio Cattelan (London: Phaidon 
Press, 2000) with contributions from Francesco Bonami, Nancy Spector, and Barbara 
Vanderlinden. 
 
7 See UK punk band The Members (1977-1983). 
 
8 From Dead Kennedys, Plastic Surgery Disasters LP (Alternative Tentacles Records). 
 
9 For an intriguing examination of artists who have incorporated domestic life into their 
work, see artist/critic Michelle Grabner’s “Test Family: Children in Contemporary Art” 
New Art Examiner (October 1999). 
 
10 I noticed in this scene that on the coffeetable in the foreground lay David Weddle’s 
biography of director Sam Peckinpah entitled “If they move ... Kill “Em!” (New York: 
Grove Press, 1994). Peckinpah (1925-1984) was of course the widely acknowledged 
master of the kind of cinematic bloodletting which Tasset mimics in his own Squib. 
 
11 Although reading the lyrics of In My Room (B. Wilson/G. Usher) on the page, it 
becomes a quite chilling example of white boy alienation: “There's a world where I can 
go/And tell my secrets to/In my room/In my room (in my room)/In this world I lock 
out all my/Worries and my fears ... Do my dreaming and my scheming,/Lie awake 
and pray/Do my crying and my sighing,/Laugh at yesterday/Now it's dark and I'm 
alone, but/I won't be afraid/In my room ....”  


