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I n  1 9 7 0 ,  J o h n
B a l d e s s a r i  d i d
something  that  most
artists  would  consider
sacr i lege:  he  took
a l m o s t  a l l  o f  t h e
p a i n t i n g s  h e  h a d
created between 1953
and 1966, loaded them
into  a  hearse,  drove
them to a crematorium
in  San  D iego ,  and
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burned  them.  This
wasn't  the  act  of  a
disillusioned  amateur.
It  was  a  calculated,
philosophical purge. He
turned  the  cremation
itself  into  a  piece  of
c o n c e p t u a l  a r t ,
preserving  only  the
ashes  and  a  certificate
of  authenticity.  If  you
want to understand the
mind behind the man,
you need to start right
here.  This  is  exactly
the kind of radical, self-
a w a r e ,  a n d
i n t e l l e c t u a l l y
mischievous  behavior
that  defines  the
s u b j e c t  a t  h a n d .
Indeed,  this  article
aims to give you More
Than You Wanted To
Know  About  John
Baldessari,  starting
with the very ashes of
his  early  career.  We
wi l l  pee l  back  the
layers of the man who
taught a generation of
artists  how  to  think,

who  replaced  faces
with colored dots, and
who  fundamentally
changed  the  way  we
i n t e r p r e t  t h e
relationship  between
images  and  words.

THE EDUCATIONAL
ALCHEMIST: THE
CALARTS
CRUCIBLE

When  people  refer  to
Ba ldessar i  as  the
" G o d f a t h e r  o f
Conceptual  Art,"  they
aren't  just  talk ing
about  his  own  work.
They are talking about
his  influence  as  a
teacher.  In the 1970s,
h e  t a u g h t  a t  t h e
California  Institute  of
the  Arts  (CalArts),
where  his  classroom
was  not  a  place  for
teaching  technique,
but  for  unlearning  it.
B a l d e s s a r i ’ s
pedagogical  style  was
unique. He didn't care
about  your  drawing
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skills.  He  cared  about
your ideas.
H i s  m o s t  f a m o u s
assignment was simply
tit led  "Goodbye  to
Craft."  The rules were
simple:  the  students
had to create a work of
art that they could mail
in a standard business
envelope.  The  result
was  a  flood  of
c o n c e p t u a l
gestures—instructions,
photographs,  and  text
pieces.  He  forced  his
students to strip away
the fat of painting and
get  to  the  muscle  of
the concept. The list of
his students reads like
a who's-who of the late
20th-century  avant-
garde:  Mike  Kelley,
Dav id  Sa l le ,  Tony
Oursler,  and countless
others  who  would  go
on  to  define
postmodern  art.  He
taught  them  that  an
artist’s job was not to
c r e a t e  b e a u t i f u l

objects,  but  to  ask
q u e s t i o n s  a b o u t
perception,  language,
and  the  very  definition
of art itself. If you are
l o o k i n g  f o r  J ohn
Baldessari  the  artist,
you will  find him in  his
works. But if  you look
for  Baldessar i  the
influence,  you  will  find
h im  in  the  DNA  o f
a l m o s t  e v e r y
significant  conceptual
artist  who  followed.
B a l d e s s a r i  o f t e n
treated  the  classroom
as an extension of his
studio.  He would walk
into  a  c lass ,  see  a
student struggling with
a  painting,  and ask  a
question  like,  "If  you
could  do  anything
besides  paint,  what
would  you  do?"  That
question  was  rarely
a b o u t  c h a n g i n g
mediums; it was about
changing  minds.  He
believed that creativity
was a muscle of  logic
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and  association,  not
just  intuition.  This  is
the  reason  his  legacy
as a teacher is just as
potent as his legacy as
an  ar t i s t .  I t  i s  the
s e c r e t  h i s t o r y  o f
American art that runs
parallel to the market-
driven  success  of  Pop
Art.

THE DOTS: THE
PSYCHOLOGY OF
OBSCURING THE
FACE

Perhaps  the  most
visually iconic element
of Baldessari's work is
t h e  c o l o r e d  d o t .
Specifically,  vinyl
circles  of  red,  yellow,
blue,  or  green  placed
directly over the faces
of  human  figures  in
found  photographs.
Th is  s imple  act  i s
l o a d e d  w i t h
psychological  and
semiotic  meaning.  By
obscuring the face, he
removes  the  primary

subject  of  traditional
portraiture.  We  are
forced  to  look  at  the
body  language,  the
c l o t h i n g ,  t h e
c o n t e x t — t h e
" language"  o f  the
composition  rather
than the identity of the
person.
There  is  a  specific
t e n s i o n  i n  t h e s e
"Overpainted"  works.
The viewer instinctively
wants to see the face.
I t  i s  a  b i o l o g i c a l
imperative.  Baldessari
uses  that  impulse
against you. He makes
you aware of your own
need for narrative and
identity.  Why  does  it
matter who that person
is? The artist tells you
it  doesn't,  but  your
brain  screams  that  it
does.  This  friction  is
where the art lives. He
wasn't  just  hiding  the
face; he was exposing
the entire structure of
how  we  i n te rp re t
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photographs.
The  specific  origin  of
the  dots  is  a  classic
Baldessari  story.  He
was  working  with  a
photograph and trying
to decide how to alter
it.  He had some vinyl
dots lying around from
a  different  project  (or,
as  some  lore  has  it,
t h e y  w e r e  p r i c e
stickers). He stuck one
o n  a  f a c e  a s  a
placeholder.  The  effect
was  immediate.  The
absurdity of the round,

perfect  sticker  against
the  grainy,  organic
r e a l i t y  o f  t h e
photograph  created  a
perfect  conceptual
collision.  From  that
moment  on,  the  dot
became his  signature,
a visual  shorthand for
the  tension  between
r e a l i t y  a n d
representation.  When
you  search  for  John
Baldessari  online,
these  are  likely  the
first  images  you  see,
but understanding why


