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It made sense, then, that Zervos turned to writers and poets, 
asking them to write about art. Apollinaire, again, was a shining 
example of this crossover perspective. A perspicacious critic, 
he was the first to point out the ground-breaking importance 
of cubism in 1913,17 and Cahiers d’Art honored him with the 
posthumous publication of six of his essays on Picasso, Juan 
Gris, Matisse, Fernand Léger, and Georges Braque. Others 
then followed this model. In 1926 Antonin Artaud contributed 
an article on the painter Jean de Bosschère, in which he takes 
an almost hallucinogenic, highly poetic, and intensely sensual 
approach to his own portrait painted by the artist, L’Automate.18 
Twenty years later, Samuel Beckett unleashed his staccato, 
sober prose to talk about Bram van Velde.19 Gabriële Buffet wrote 
about Marcel Duchamp’s entire oeuvre in “Coeurs Volants” for 
the 1936 issue dedicated to the “Object,” with the homonymous 
“Flying Hearts” by Duchamp on its cover.20 A decade later, 
Aimé Césaire opened his article on Wifredo Lam with his familiar 
epic and poetic prose lamenting the misery of the Antilles, over 
which triumphs the organic frenzy of Lam’s paintings.21 Vicente 
Huidobro narrativized the sculptures of Jacques Lipchitz,22 and 
Tristan Tzara the tableaux of Marc Chagall.23 In a similar vein, 
Georges Hugnet, André Breton, Blaise Cendrars, Jean Cocteau, 
René Crevel, and many others wrote about art. But the journal 
was also open to literature itself, publishing poems by Paul 
Éluard, René Char, Max Jacob, Francis Ponge, Jacques Prévert, 
Pierre Reverdy, Jean Lescure, and Valentine Penrose; and texts 
by the likes of Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, Paul Valéry, Ernest 
Hemingway, Georges Bataille, Gaston Bachelard, Maurice 
Blanchot, Claude Cahun, Friedrich Hölderlin, Pierre Mabille, 
Marcel Mariën, Nicolas Calas, and Friedrich Nietzsche; and 
fragments by Parmenides, Xenocrates, and Heraclitus.24 
Outsiders to the art world, like Zervos himself initially, these 
and other writers provided the theoretical and poetic apparatus 
that built the modernist canon through the pages of Cahiers 
d’Art. Poets, who see like artists do and differently, offered a 
perspective on modern art that endowed it with modern lyricism, 
an expression of the modern psyche, as Zervos envisioned it. 

Other outsiders also found their way into Cahiers d’Art to 
precisely ponder the psychological and spiritual depths of 
modern art. The making and presentation of a modernist canon 
was largely predicated on Zervos’s understanding of the present 
as a fruitful metabolization of the past, of the modern moment 
as a synthesis of earlier moments in history. This synthetic view 
bypassed established preconceptions about the avant-garde as 
a constant, linear evolution toward the future, detached from 
the past and history, following Arthur Rimbaud’s famous dictum 
“il faut être absolument moderne.” The absolute modernism 
imposed by Cahiers d’Art depended on considerations of the 
distant past, as well as of a distant non-West that seemed like it 
was coming from the depths of time. Archaeological objects, from 
prehistoric to Byzantine times, shared the pages of the journal 
with contemporary art in stunning juxtapositions, paralleled 
by ethnographic objects coming from Africa, Oceania, and 
the Americas. 

Not only did these inclusions create stunning visual analogies 
through the journal’s photographic illustrations, but they also 
shaped an understanding of modern art beyond forms and into 
the spiritual. Zervos’s well-documented interest in ethnography 
indeed shifted from an initial concern that prioritized form 
(the ethnographic object seen foremost as an aesthetic object), 
to an almost ontological consideration.25 By the early 1930s, 
the ethnographic object had become for Zervos an instance of 
resistance to Western materialism, an essential source for a 
renewal of modern art, an alternative path responding to the 
“anxieties of today.”26 Writing about the art of Oceania in 1929, 
Zervos remarked: 

Thus, we deployed Oceanian art and the states of mind that 
constitute its essential elements to once again condemn the 

attempts by artists who stubbornly strive to slavishly fix the 
appearance of objects, and to exalt, instead, the work of all 
those who still believe in the marvelous … these artists have 
managed to escape the narrow constraints of form. … In doing 
so, they establish connections closer with the spirit of things 
than with their appearance, and therefore they touch upon 
the very essence of art and the intimate reasons that give rise 
to these objects.27 

Zervos’s attention to the ethnographic object may reveal a certain 
anxiety about a modern formalism devoid of an “essence,” devoid 
of the “marvelous” and its poetry. For Zervos, the ethnographic 
object could be the model for a kind of modern art that would 
bring together form and spirituality, an object that seduces with 
its appearance but holds one’s attention thanks to its immaterial, 
poetic quality that nourishes the soul. And his approach to 
archaeological objects, mainly Greek, falls roughly within the 
same lines. In the splendid triple issue 7–10 of 1933, dedicated 
to Greek art and composed almost entirely of impressive 
photographs, Zervos introduces the Greek preclassical 
archaeological objects by talking first about ethnographic 
objects. The latter, he claims, emanate a spirit of “escape from the 
practical,” one that satisfies the “need to flee, through dreaming, 
from the confines of daily life.”28 What Zervos aimed to show 
through the visual inventory of preclassical archaeological 
objects is that Greek art possessed the same power and could 
produce the same effect. With the visual presentation of Greek 
archaeological objects, which parallels the earlier theoretical 
elaboration of ethnographic objects, Zervos transgresses 
purely aesthetic criteria and invites a subjective and emotional 
relationship with the objects as an antidote to modern rational 
confines. These objects, too, channel the lyricism of the modern. 

Zervos says that much in the catalog to the previously mentioned 
1937 exhibition, when he explains the presence of African artifacts  
alongside modern masterpieces:29 “Thanks to the savage [sic] 
sculptures and fetishes, contemporary art has again penetrated 
the spirit of things and reignited a passion that had fainted with 
use. Through contact with these objects, contemporary art has 
intuited that the keen sense of form, the subtlety of the drawing, 
the right dimensions, the connections, the perspective, and 
everything else that constitutes the formal aspect of art, are all 
part of the extraordinary economy of instinct.”30 

The exhibition, Zervos, and Cahiers d’Art all created a narrative 
of modern art that intertwined formal innovation with a 
spiritual, almost metaphysical dimension, found in the aura 
of ethnographic (and archaeological) objects, inspired by a 
transdisciplinary view of art. But above all, the canon of modern 
art as put forth in Cahiers d’Art challenged monolithic views. 
In his enthusiastic review of MoMA’s 1933 exhibition American 
Sources of Modern Art, Zervos claimed that it was the art of 
the so-called “barbarians” and not that of “the West” that truly 
understood beauty. “The Academy,” he added, “had people 
convinced that in art there is one single fixed criterium. … 
We realized above all that beauty is infinite and that the spirit 
can perceive it diversely.”31 The inclusion in Cahiers d’Art of 
“barbarian,” non-Western objects, as well as of objects from a 
“barbarian,” non-Classical Greece, ushered in a new perspective 
on art, as did looking at art through the lens of literature, 
poetry, music, or architecture: the foreign was brought into 
the familiar, forging a new vision for art. The modernism that 
Cahiers d’Art invented was indeed one and diverse and, in a way, 
it mainstreamed the avant-garde project for a broader audience. 
The avant-garde broke boundaries between genres, media, art, 
and non-art in order to capture the modernism moment as one 
verging on a cacophony, and in doing so it shocked and alienated 
the public. Zervos and Cahiers d’Art harnessed this same spirit 
to propose instead a modernism that was polyphonic and foreign 
but not estranging, and ultimately taught the public to see like 
everyone else, and differently.
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From Yielding Stone to the drawn orbits and circular overlays 
of his photographs and objects, Orozco constructs a visual 
language that renders relational forces visible: intersecting 
circles, ellipses, and axes—geometries that seem to echo 
planetary systems. 

When he turned to painting around 2004, he did so by carrying 
these conceptual structures onto canvas. The Samurai Tree series  
(2004–2012) emerged from a rule-based system of intersecting 
circles. Each work is generated through a fixed procedure: 
circles rotate and overlap within a square grid according to color 
sequences that the artist devised but never fully predetermined. 
The result is a painterly algorithm—a way of introducing 
contingency into order. 

One can no doubt detect other echoes from the early avant-garde 
in Orozco’s works. In the first monographic study of Wassily 
Kandinsky, published by Cahiers d’Art in 1930, the Russian-born 
artist gives expression to his ideas about art as visible thought. 

And then there is his deep admiration of circles: “I love the circle 
today as I formerly loved the horse, for instance—perhaps even 
more, since I find more inner potentialities in the circle, which is 
why it has taken the horse’s place.”7

He explained to Will Grohmann, the book’s author, why he was  
so taken by the circle:

It is
1. the most modest form, but asserts itself unconditionally,
2. a precise but inexhaustible variable,
3. simultaneously stable and unstable,
4. simultaneously loud and soft,
5. a single tension that carries countless tensions within it.  
The circle is the synthesis of the greatest oppositions. It 
combines the concentric with the excentric in a single form, 
and in balance. Of the three primary forms [triangle, square, 
circle], it points most clearly to the fourth dimension.8

Orozco in fact seems to inherit the legacy of both Kandinsky and 
Duchamp, uniting the first’s belief in painting as visible thought 
with the latter’s exploration of chance and of the readymade. 
His works charts invisible systems—economic, gravitational, 
social—by gently perturbing their equilibrium. They occupy the 
border between the readymade and the conceptual diagram: 
the point where thought encounters resistance in matter.

Like no other twentieth-century innovation, the readymade has 
altered the critical discourse around the work of art. It displaced 
the traditional artist’s hand with the logic of nomination, shifting 
the locus of art from production to conceptual framing. 

Yet when this model was exported beyond the Western context, 
its implications changed. In the postwar North Atlantic world, 
the readymade mirrored the alienation of industrial modernity; 
in Brazil, it encountered a landscape marked by colonial histories 
and uneven modernization. Cildo Meireles’s engagement with 
the readymade tradition constitutes one of the most incisive 
critiques of the circulation of objects in late capitalism. 

Emerging in the context of Brazil’s military dictatorship in the  
1970s, his works transpose the dadaist provocation of Duchamp 
into a field charged with political, colonial, and economic tensions.  
For Meireles, the readymade is not a gesture of negation but a 
means of infiltration—an operation through which the artist 
re-enters the flow of commodities, currency, and ideology. The 
readymade becomes an instrument of critique within systems 
of exchange and control.

His most famous works, Insertions into Ideological Circuits 
(1970), epitomize this transformation. Rather than isolating a 
found object, the artist re-enters existing systems of distribution. 
On Coca-Cola bottles, he silk-screened political messages—
“Yankees Go Home!” or information on the torture of political 
prisoners—and returned them to circulation. Similarly, in 
Insertions into Ideological Circuits: Banknote Project, he 
stamped dollar bills with phrases like “Quem matou Herzog?” 
(“Who killed Herzog?”), invoking the murdered journalist 
Vladimir Herzog, before sending them back into the economy.9

Meireles’s practice can be read as a critique of the readymade’s 
complicity in capitalist commodification. Duchamp’s gesture, 
once radical, became a foundational myth for the art market: 
the fetishization of the chosen object as singular, auratic, and 
exchangeable. Meireles reverses this fetish. His readymades— 
coins and bills, say, or bottles—are precisely those things that 
circulate with maximum velocity and minimal aura. Here the 
readymade is no longer a rupture with the world but a return  
to it—an insertion, both ideological and sensorial, into the 
circuits that define our reality.

The readymade appeared simultaneously with another concept 
that has attracted innumerable artists throughout the twentieth 
century: the monochrome. Recent issues of Cahiers d’Art 
demonstrate that it remains a challenge and an attraction. 
Rosemarie Trockel’s engagement with its tradition is a case 
in point. It unfolds as both homage and subversion.10

Working within a lineage stretching from Malevich and 
Rodchenko to Yves Klein and Robert Ryman, Trockel reconfigures  
the monochrome’s claim to universality through the registers of 
gender, labor, and domesticity. Her “machine-knitted paintings” 
of the 1980s and beyond transpose the pure surface of modernist 
painting into the coded field of textile production—an arena  
long dismissed as feminine craft. In doing so, she exposes the  
monochrome not as a transcendental ideal but as an 
ideological fabric.
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