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" Destruction has no place in soc iety-it belongs to our dreams; it be longs to art. '· - Ralph Ortiz 

Introduction 

The start ling work of Rafael MontaJiez O rt iz (Ralph G rt iz) demand s a response frolllihe viewer. It question s the tra ­
ditional definition s of art . and encourages nrgulllentation . In fact. from the onse t orhis art istic career, O rti z has frequent Iy 
perf0n11Cd in public. eliciting rind incorporaling audience participat ion eve n when it involved vigorous dissenl. 

In the galleries. the viewer is confronted with the Arclwfological Fil/ds in which furnilure-often his own, often 
furniture donated by fri ends. always in perfect condition- is des troyed by O rti z. O ne can also find the remai ns. and li sten 
10 a recording of a Piano COl/cerl that the art ist has perfomlcd with a hatchet in hancl. Colorful and fes li ve feathe r 
conslrllc tions on the n oor and wa lls compe l the viewer to imagine ritual s of ancient cu ltures. while Ihe use of aud iovisual 
equipme nt and e lec tron ic media brings the viewer face to face wi th newly found venues fo r arti sti c endeavor. 

Rafae l Montanez Ort iz's commitment 10 the interact ion with the audience does not end with the creation and 
presentation of hi s art. none the less. A profess iona l educator. he has taught art in e le me ntary schools. high schools. 
colleges. and uni ve rsities. He has been leaching in the un iversity for the las t s ixleen yea rs. It was in fac t while working 
with the Board of Education in New York C ilY (High School of Music and Art ) that Ort iz was appoin ted as the first 
d ireclOr of hi s proposed cultural projec t fo r the Barrio. which he called EI Museo del Barrio. It was a projec t then affiliated 
with Publ ic School District offices. In an in terv iew publi shed by An ill America in 197 1 (see the Annolated Bibliography 
in th is catalogue). the museum di rec tor/anist ex plained tha t he had experienced cultural d ise nfranchiseme nt which had 
lead him to search for a way to authenticate hi s ethnic experience . He saw EI Musco de l Barrio as a " prac ti ca l altemali ve 
to the onhodox museum" which he hoped would fac ili ta te the rev ival o f "l iving va lues" and thereby pe rsonal ize c ultural 
ex pen e nce. 

It is particularly meaningfu l fo r this institut ion. thu s. to present a comprehensive ex hibit ion of the work of Rafae l 
Montaiiez Orti z. Ne ithe r hi s important contribut ions to the avant~garde in the s ixties and earl y seventies. whe n he was 
known as Ralph Orti z. nor hi s more recent arti stic production. have been ex pl ored in any depth within a public COl1lex t. 
It is appropriate for EI Museo de l Barrio to examine th is unconven tional body of work within the larger picture of the 
visual art s in the second half o f the twent ic lh century. 

O rt iz. who was ex tremely prolific th rough the sixt ies. ca rlyon gained the recogni tion of both the avant -garde 
community and Ihe established collec to rs. A long wi th many expe rime ntal art ists . inc luding Al Hansen. He nnann Ni tsch. 

0 110 Miihl. Giinler Brus. and Wolf Vosle ll. O rli z parl icipaled in Ihe Deslruc lion in Arl Symposium (D IAS). 1966. held 
in London . From as ea rl y as 1963 . his work ente red important public and pri va te collec tions stich as the Museum of 

Modern Art. the Whitney Museum of A me rican Art. and the de Menil Collec tion in Texas. In his earl y work. Ort iz 
explored vio le nce and destruction as a creati ve fo rce. He compared art with a dream " tha t cannOi be censored." 
Throughout his career he has continued to experiment and re-de fine hi s ro le as an art isi. He sees the art ist as a catalyst. 
as an ed ucator. as a shaman or J11ed i c ine~l11an who can. and should. transfonn and cure the ill nesses in our socie ty. 

Rafael MOI1f(JIl e:: Oni:: : Years oflhe Warrior. Years a/ the Psyche. /960-/988 would no t have been poss ible without 
the suppo rt o f many ind iv iduals and o rgan iza tions. First and fo remost. the Muse um A id Program at the New York State 
Counc il on the Arts provided the funds for the ex hibit ion and cata logue. Dr. Kri stine S tiles not only wrote a 
comprehe ns ive essay 0 11 M r. Montanez Ort iz's oe uvre. she also compiled a valuab le anl10 luled bibliography. Further­
more. she was a generous collaborator. prov iding us w ith essenti al docume nts and info rmation. Papo Colo. Jeanette 
Ingbemlan. and the staff at Exi t A rt des igned and produced Ih is ca ta log ue. The ir un ique creativity and sens it ivi ty in 
dea ling with nont raditi onal art . is matched by the ir unflagg ing enthusiasm and se rio lls commitment to contemporary art. 
Visual art ist Jose Morales resolved Ihe difficulties in inslalling unusual p ieces. and ass isted the art ist in recreat ing the 
Destruction Art Room. 

Rafael Co I6n~Morales . Curator. and Carlos Ort iz-Chevres. Registrar of EI Musco de l Barrio o rganized and coordi ­
nated the ex hibition wi th great care and v is ion. \Ve are particularl y g rateful to the pri vate and public collec tions that made 
the ir pieces ava ilab le to our museum. Final ly. we are gra teful to Rafael MOlltaiiez Ortiz. the primary sou rce . a nd a willing 

coll aborato r. 
Pe tra Barre ras d e l Rio 

Exec uti ve Director 
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"A revelation becomes a philosophy when it is no longer simply symptomatic. "-Rafael Montanez Ortiz 

RAFAEL MONTANEZ ORTIZ by Kristine Stiles 

Introduction 
Some thirty ~ five years ago, Rafae l Ortiz began to con­

struct a theory and practice which could account for his 
be lief in the healing potential of imagination and its 
relationship to phys ical , psychic, and social pain. A 
continuous line of development connects his first destruc­
tions of found materials (1959-61 ), his destroyed furni­
ture works, the Archaeological Filld .. (1961-67), with his 
first of many manifeslos-Desfrllcli vism: A MamjeslO (c. 
1962)-his Destruction Ritual Realizations ( 1965-70), 
and his Physio-Psycho-Alchemy (1973 to the present). 
Already in the late 1950s but before he articulated his 
theory of "art as behavior" and the artist as Hlhe art 
material , the work of art in progress," he understood that 
phys ical and psychic processes held the key to the crea­
tion of an authentic Self and therefore an authentic art of 
quality and value . In his quest for the authentic , he also 
confirmed the necess ity to conquer the spurious and he 
identified the phe nomena of destruction as a key factor in 
unlocking the concealed truth of negative traditions 
which shape public and private behavior and which are 
masked behind the faces of conventions, morality, and 
culture . 

In thi s pursuit , Ortiz perceived that the body in its 
physical and psychic dimensions remained the container 
of the existential crisis as well as the principle metaphor 
of the historical suffering threatened by Am1ageddon. He 
appreciated that the human body plays a decisive role in 
the life-denying character of nihilism but that it also held 
the potential for a genuine renewal. In this sense, much as 
in Eastern philosophies, Ortiz conceived of the mind­
body unity as an achievement rather than an essential re­
lationship. From the beginning, Ortiz appropriated the 
imponderable enigmas of life and death , shaped as they 
are by Eros-the sheerecstasy of Being- and Thanatos-the 
will to death. 

In his early twenties, in the late 1950s, Ortiz deduced 
that destruction and its synthesis in art had been neglected 
in the e tiology of creation. In precisely the same period 
and similar to the eminent French philosopher Jacques 
Derrida who, in philosophy, began to examine the di­

chotomous structure of polarities which shape Western 
concepts and patterns of thought , Orti z, in art , began to 
ex amin e th e obsc ure and taboo fa ce of 
creation---des truction . Isolating the instruments of his 
trade- speech and writing-Derrida ex plored such polari­
ties as good/evil , be ing/nothingness, presence/absence, 
truth/error, identity/diffe rence, mind/matter , man/ 
woman, life/death , nature/culture. I As an arti st, Ortiz 
se lected the dichotomy of creation/destruction as the 
structure within which to explore the realities of his 
ex peri e~ce , an experience that , because of the polarities 

which had shaped his lifedirectly- white/black, rich/poor, 
dominant/minority , mind/body, man/woman- led him to 
feel unauthentic. 

Like Derrida, Ortiz noticed that the second tenn in 
each pair had been cast by society as spurious. For Ortiz 
this meant that black, poor, minority , body, and woman 
represented the negative, corrupt, and undesirable ver­
sion of the first; in other words, a fall from the ideal. 

Oversized (6 '5") and lanky, sensual , dark-skinned, and 
poor, a Puerto Rican raised with all the repressive sexual 
conflicts inherent in Catholic ism, Ortiz sensed himself to 
be the embodiment of everything that signified the fall 
from perfection. In the shadows of the glow of white , ri ch, 
majority, male presence, of mind over body, Ortiz repre­
sented an erotic body, an existence proportionately in 
error, a distortion of the dominant truths, a defilement of 
white , a default from rich ; man-to be sure-not woman , 
but man so imperfectly cast in tenns of the prevailing 
values as to be ashamed of the supremacy of that gender 
in the hierarchy of power. And ye t, before the mirror, as 
if in defiance of social consensus, stood an exigent pres­
e nce possess ing phys ical beauty and intellect- a contra­
diction to culture: a man in conflict. 

In her unparalleled study, The Body ill Paill (1985 ), 
Elaine Scarry pointed out that " physical pain is excep­
tional in the whole fabric of psychic, somatic, and percep­
tual states" for being "the only state that has no object.'" 
Ortiz launched an extraordinary effort to objectify pain 
and to endow suffering with an aesthetic , humanized, and 
social voice. He collapsed his own social anguish into the 
work of art to unite the otherwise absent presence of 
destruction in life with the creative process . His art is not, 
however, a solitary narcissistic struggle. Rather, his work 
assumed the fonn of an analysis, a considered discourse 
and identification of the polemic signifying forces of 
destruction and creation within personal experience, 
culture, and society. His heroic effort to clarify destruc­
tion in contemporary life through the creative act was 
matched by a handful of the most controversial , complex , 
and serious artists throughout the world.J Like them, he 
sought a comprehensive reappraisal of the ability of art to 
constructi vely affect social intercourse in the atomic age. 

Ortiz began his public career as an artist in the early 
1960s and although he has received widespread interna­
tional attention in the popular media, he has been ne­
glected by historians , vilified by the public, and treated 
with skepticism by artists. His utili zation of the taboo 
language of violence earned him the neglect awarded 
most iconoclasts and vis ionaries. Nevertheless, long 
before Derrida ' s deconstruction ism became radical chic 
in academic circles and both establishment and marginal 

---



10 

criticism, years before "picture theory" and its offshoot, 
"critical photography," exploited French philosophy and 
Marxism, a decade before neon art signs marketed as 
"political art and crit ic ism" earned their makers a com­
fortable living, Ortiz had arrived at an inherently political 
aesthetic position and was unselfconsciollsly, and with­
out the support of ins titutional and peer authorization, 
investigating the fal se oppositions, hierarchical orders, 
and emotional and sexual conflicts which give rise to OUf 

current condition. His destruction theory, objects, and 
rituals are attempts to found a c ritical diagnosis of the 
heteronomy and unauthenticity of the Self ill contempo­
rary history. They led to his present Physio-Psycho­
Alchemy, a theory and ritual developed both as a medita­
tion on the hidden ontology of Being and a means by 
which an integration of Self might be achieved through a 
phenomenology and philosophy of the Body as the mate­
rial being of art.' 

I. 
In 1952, Ortiz began to read depth psychology during 

a contracted episode of pleurisy from which he conva­
lesced for six months when he was eighteen years old. 
There followed an extensive period of research on 
Freud's concepts of the unconscious and its effects on 
behavior which introduced Ortiz to the psychological 
dimension of destruction and violence in private and 
public life. A voracious reader, he also explored philoso­
phy and was especially drawn to the combination of 
radical individualism. commitment to social responsibil­
ity, and exploration of the nature of Being represented in 
the metaphysical ·and existentialist philosophy of 
Nietzsche, Kierkegaard, Heidegger, and Sartre. In an­
thropology the works of Claude Levi-Strauss stand out in 
his memory and in sociology he was particularly moved 
by Norman O. Brown' s Life Against Death (1959) for 
Brown 's interpretation of Freud 's speculations on the 
separation of self and culture. In economic theory, Marx 
and Engels spoke directly to his experience as a Puerto 
Rican American. Research, reading, study, and wri ting 
have always been key elements in Ortiz's artistic process. 

In the late 1950s, in search of alternatives to Western 
culture, he also spent hours in the New York Museum of 
Natural History researching the traditional rituals of non­
Western societies. The amalgamation of races and ethnic 
cultures comprising his own Puerto Rican heritage com­
pelled Ortiz the most. They included Arabic roots in 
North Africa and the Yacai Indians of Mexico as well as 
northern Spain, Portugal, France, and Ireland. 

Painting in an Abstract Expressionist style in the late 
1950s, Ortiz remembered probing through layers of sur­
face paint as if to unearth a conscious and unconscious 
past. Between 1959 and 1961 , he jotted down notes for 
what would eventually solidify as his Destructivism : A 
Manifesto , c. 196 1-62, during the period when he also 
first destroyed furniture and ubiquitously titled these 
works Archaeological Finds. The leap from construction 
of a painting to destruction of an object occurred-as is 
often the instance-with the observation of an accident. 

After laying a paint brush loaded wi th pigment on a pile 
of paint-soaked paper towels, he picked up his brush, 
stuck with paint, and it pulled away layers of the stack of 
papers. He could observe the hidden interior of the stack 
and he acknowledged that his expressive painting had 
been an historical quotation of Abstract Expressionism 
but that the excavation of the paper towels he ld the kernel 
for a more personal art. In addition, the psycho-sexual 
imagery and erotic connotations he pursued in his paint­
ings became more direct as he began to work through 
mounds of the paper towels, which he stapled to large 
boards. Cleaning his brushes on the surface, he dug in, 
laid bare, revealed the concealed, and from these ready­
made materials, he created what he considered "anti­
paintings." Ortiz carefully laid down edge-to-edge in a 
geometric grid pattern brown paper towels of the variety 
found in gas stations and high school bathroom vending 
machines during the early 1960s before richly staining 
and soaking the surfaces. The resulting works, whose 
color and material have continued to deterioriate over 
time, appear as dark mirror images, light absorbing interi­
orities, of the goldleaf monochrome paintings of Yves 
Klein done in the same year. The other side of Klein's 
vision, Ortiz's "anti-paintings"j suggest an alchemical 
swallowing, destruction, and rejection of the glittering, 
pristine. commercial reflecting surfaces of the Klein 
monochromes. This action constituted his initial leap into 
the first phase of his Destruction Art, the construction­
destruction phase. The discovery led to a feverish period 
in which he worked with all kinds of materials, burning 
through layers of magazines, pi ling up groups of objects 
all to be destroyed- paper cups, candles, flower pots, and 
assemblages of food into which he drove spikes (v iolent 
metaphors for the sexual act). He considered these works 
"experiments" in order to escape the confining demands 
of "art" and to gain a certain freedom from art as some­
thing made-an object constructed. 

While sitting on his favorite meditation cushion in his 
studio, a cushion already in a state of deterioration, Ortiz 
realized that he might confine his destructive process to a 
unified form. This way he could avoid assembling mul­
tiples and still have a complex object comprised of 
different materials which retained a kind of animistic 
history, "the spirit of people," with its continuous and 
close proximity to the body. The j uxtapos ition of body 
and object also animated the sexual connotations he 
hoped to arouse in his art. The destroyed cushion became 
the firs t in the numbered series of Archaeological Finds 
which, he felt , better expressed the chaotic psychic proc­
esses of the Id and the erotically charged discord associ­
ated wi th Kali , the Hindu goddess of destruction from 
whom the kundalini erotic energies issue to become 
intellectual and/or transcendental capaci ties. The de­
struction process then created a bridge between his intel­
lectual sources and his erotic, emotional energies. 

During this period, Ortiz read art periodicals vora­
ciously and noticed his affinity for the Nouveaux 
Realistes, whose use of urban refuse matched his own 
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social and philosophical concerns. The destructive 
elements which Jean Tinguely and Niki de Saint Phalle 
introduced into their constructed assemblages resonated 
for him, but Cesar's crushed automobiles and Annan's 
use of destructive process impressed him more for they 
were created works bereft of the const ructive e lement still 
present in Tinguely and de Saint Phalle's work. Arman 
and Cesar had found a more immediate process of de­
struction/creation, which he sought in his own art. More 
importantly, all these works supported Orti z's move 
away from construction-destruction towards pure de­
structive process. 

By late 196 I, early 1962, he had begun to destroy mat­
tresses and chairs-hi s ea rl iest Archaeolog ical 
Finds-s pray ing the results of hi s destructi ve-action with 
a fi xative resin. Indeed, this attack on the ready-made, his 
delving into, burrowing th rough, ripping apart , exposing, 
and reordering the ready-made represented a personal 
dialogue with the history of technology and its impact on 
the arts. By working with the ready-made . Ortiz could 
also enter the art his torical discourse mitiated by Marcel 
Duchamp whose urinal, the FOllllra ill (19 17), literally 
attacked the very bowels of art by challenging the sanctity 
of the unique objec t. In his dialogue with Duchamp, Ortiz 
bowed to Duchamp 's unprecedented identification of the 
authority of the mass-produced object over the hand­
crafted object in the modem era. But, Orti z simultane­
ously asserted his own intellect and willful disordering 
process upon the ready-made by deconstructing the in­
dustrial object in order to divest it of a false unity and 
thereby reveal the mult itude of materials and parts which 
together form that object. Through his destruction, then, 
Orti z affirmed the preeminence of individual creation 
concealed within the ready-made object- that obscured 
presence, the anonymous hand, the diligent designer 
contained within the technology of the ready-made and 
the industry of the multiple. 

Richard Huelsenbeck, former Berlin Dadaist who 
practiced psychiatry in New York under the pseudonym 
Dr. Charles Hulbeck, was impressed by Ortiz's Arc/weo­
log ica l Fillds. He had been introduced to Ortiz's work by 
Peter Selz, then curator of painting and sculpture at the 
Museum of Modem Art who had visited Ortiz's Coney 
Island studio. Huelsenbeck wrote that Ortiz's destruction 
works signified "a new space concept" which expressed 
an ex istential dimension <;>f "truth in our time": 

Ralph Ortiz .. . is fascinated by things that are not or are 
not yet. Now, to do things that are not yet does not 
mean that you stop half-ways; it may also mean that 
you do things first in a completed form and then put 
them into a shape where they are not or are not yet. This 
is exactly what Ralph Ortiz does. His sculptures are 
things that are not anymore, they may have had a 
completion, a full rounded vitality but as they are 
presented to us they want to impress us with something 
entire ly different , namely with the experience of de­
struction. To destroy things means really to create 
them anew in the sense of space ... by taking some-

thing away from his objects. It is the opposite of the 
machine completed object, the thing that has lost itself 
while entering our perception or a thing that was tom 
up by time or some aggressive forces undefinable. 
When Ralph Orti z wants to show us a mattress he does 
not show a mattress but an object that is tom up by 
undefinable forces as they worked in time. There is an 
impact of hostility but also an impact of a new concept 
of time and space, whether it is a mattress or 
flower- pots or anything, the material really is not 
playing any important role. What really plays an 
important role is the artist's thought of the man behind 
the mattress who has to fi ght his way through the 
jungle of his ex istence. Ralph Ortiz is an existential 
sculptor and I think one of the most important ones 
because he is committed to some truth about ourselves 
in our time.6 

The truth-seeking ceremonies and practices of tradit ional 
cultures which Ortiz had researched provided him with an 
important bridge between his destroyed objects and his 
Destruction Realizations begun in 1966. ' He had scruti­
nized the sacrificial practices of Mesoamericans and 
studied ancient Greek and Etruscan ritual divination in 
the early 1960s. At that time, he began to see that the 
activity of deconstructing the article of furniture was 
already a performance, for people often gathered at the 
open door of his studio in Coney Island to watch him at 
work. 

His awareness of the performative aspect of his de­
structive process converged with his effort to probe into 
the surface of materials and his desire to unearth and make 
conscious the unconscious psychological components of 
experience. The concurrence of these interests coincided 
with contemporary developments in painting and sculp­
ture about which his friend, AI Hansen, told him. Hansen 
described his own and other art ists' Happening and 
Fluxus activities and, although Ortiz was extremely inter­
ested in the extension of action painting into the event­
structure of the Happening and Fluxus works, he con­
cluded that this work failed to address the essential 
existential issues which it raised. He remembered: 

Generally speaking, the people who were involved in 
Happenings in the late 1950s, didn ' t really go to the 
source .. . I saw people playing a lot of games in art . 
The people that were very serious were not in art , they 
were in the streets. They were protesting wars, all 
kinds of social injustice. racism, and later sexism. 
What I am saying is that the artist seemed to be isolated 
from the realities in the civilization, in the society, and 
was caught up in the very isolated notion of what art 

was about , its role, and the role of the artist ... So it 
became clear to me that ... the artist was playing some 
kind of weird tragic role like the court jester. 

Unwill ing to detach himself from social, psychological, 
racial , and sexual problems, Ortiz remained attentive to 
the dilemmas of his period, believing that : 

The artist has to take responsibility for not taking 
responsibility, for not recognizing the role of the artist 

\ . 
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within the civilization ... within the culture. Art , as it 
operates in the culture now, simply contributes to the 
madness that exists, 10 the inability for people to be 
sensitive to life. 

In the end, his readings in psychology and anthropology, 
more than the Happening or Fluxusevents of other artists, 
compelled Ortiz to expand his art into actions. For in 
action, he might unite his excavatory process in the 
Archaeological Finds with his psychoanalytic probe of 
the unconscious and his research into exotic rituals. 

Once he understood hi s next step, he struggled to 
imagine how to construct a sacred ritual space similar to 
what Octavio Paz later described as the "platform-thea­
ter-sanctuary" of the Aztec pyramid in which ceremonial 
rites of creative destruction- the double face of a single 
conception- took place.8 This sacred space signified the 
symbolic axis of the universe, "the point of convergence 
of the human world and the divine" where life and death 
rituals projected the image of the world of human society 
in life-generating and life-extinguishing sacrificial acts 
meant to insure the continuity of human and cosmologi­
cal time. Paz explained that while creation and destruc­
tion are antithetical notions in contemporary tenns, tradi­
tional cultures often experienced them as identical and he 
pointed out that the Aztecs demonstrated how 

The gods create , destroy, and sometimes, destroy 
themselves. After their self-immolation they re-create 
the world. The game of the gods is a bloody game 
culminating in a sacrifice that is the creation of the 
world. The creative destruction of the gods is the 
model for man 's rites, ceremonies, and fiestas: sacri­
fice is equal to productive destruction.9 

Several years elapsed before Ortiz actually created a 
destruction ritual , although about 1963, while gathering 
o ld furniture in a junk yard, he found a piano and de­
stroyed it on the spot. Without considering this action in 
the context of art , Orti z was aware, nevertheless, that the 
sounds which issued from the instrul11enl during its de­
struction were compelling "lower chakra" sounds 
evoking powerful emotional and physical responses. 
That same year, while taking a filmmak ing class for his 
master's degree at Pratt Institute, he made Hel1l1Y Pel/ny, 
a movie filmed in a chicken slaughterhouse. In the spring 
of 1966, he received an invitation to attend the Destruc­
tion in Art Symposium (DlAS) in London where he 
actually created his first public Destruction Realiza­
tions.1O Prior to his participation in DIAS , Ortiz had never 
created a public event and his 1965 Chair Destrllctioll had 
been staged solely for the purpose of creating a photo­
graphic image. 

Once in London, in the heady atmosphere of an inter­
national gathering of artists, poets, musicians, and psy­
chologists, where the media exploited the artists' every 
ac tion wi th unabashed glee, Ort iz responded as if he had 
entered the Olympics, competing with fervor "to win the 
gold ." Within the space of a month and although he had 
never created public actions, he rea li zed no less than 
severt events: two Chair Destructioll Rituals, one Mat-

tress Destruction Rilllai , two Piano Destruction COIl­
certs , two Paper Bag Destruction COllcerts, a Self-De­
struction realization. In addition, he screened his chicken 
slaughterhouse film , Hellny Penny, as well as several 
Destruction Films which he had earlier shown in New 
York. (Among these is a film of found-footage into which 
he punched holes so that when the fi lm looped through the 
screening apparatus an exceedingly disturbing fli cker 
sensation of broken images could be experienced.) 

His first action took place jllst following the first DlAS 
press confe rence at SI. Bride' s Institute, August 31 , 1966. 
Leading the press and the other artists into the social club, 
Ortiz approached a memberofthe club who was sitting in 
a chair, reading. He infonned the man that he needed the 
chair and that the chair belonged to him. When the 
manager of the club confirmed Orti z's ownership (he had 
purchased it a day earlier from the manager), the man le ft 
the chair and Ortiz instantaneously leapt upon it and, with 
his bare hands, began to systematically tear it to shreds. 
The shock and simultaneous thrill of Ortiz's action was 
recorded that night and the following morning in newspa­
pers all over London which screamed such head lines as: 
"For Art' s Sake, A Chair Is Smashed," and "Chicken­
Killer Says Ban Won ' t Deter Him." 

At the press conference Ortiz had announced that he 
would create a Chicken Destruction Ritual. When the 
DlAS Honorary Commillee (G ustav Metzger, John 
Sharkey, Bob Cobbing. Wolf Vos tel\. among others) 
decided that DlAS would not sponsor events in which li ve 
animals were lIsed, Orti z, respecting their decision, 
demurred. But the seeds for what wou ld become his most 
controversial rituals had already taken root. 

While the Chair Destructiolls he rea li zed in London 
were solitary acts, his Paper Bag Destructiol1 Concerts 
prepared individuals to participate in hi s rituals. The 
public was invited to blow up, heartily crack, bang, and 
break through the bags. This fun- with all its huffing and 
puffing, noise, laughter, and innocent merriment-was 
strategicall y designed to shatter taboo layers of expres­
sion separating childish (ullselfconscious) behavior from 
adult behavior, public from private proprieties, reserve 
from spontaneous emotion, play from work . In addition, 
the action of blowing up and explod ing the bag caused an 
intensification of breathing and the participant might 
experience a greater activation of energy enabling him/ 
her to become more involved in the event , literally more 
energized through actual cellular and muscular changes. 
Ortiz's attention to breathing and the cellular reconstruc­
tion and transfonnations resulting from breathing, which 
he first introduced in the Paper Bag Destruction COIl­
certs, represent the nascent beginnings of the central role 
breathing would play in his Physio-Psycho-Alchemy. 

The first Piano Destfuctioll Concert he realized in 
London took place at the request of the BBC and was per­
fonned together with Anna Lockwood, a concert pianist 
from Iceland, and Harvey Matusow, a controversial 
American , then director of the London Filmmakers 
Cooperative, both of whom Ortiz met in London . The 

Piano Destructioll COllcert began with a selection of 
classical music played by Lockwood . Ortiz began slowly 
"working" the piano with small axes while Lockwood 
continued 10 play. When he passed her an axe, she moved 
from playing the piano to destroying it wi th the axe. At 
this point Matusow, with a small axe, joined Lockwood at 
the keys. For a few moments the three art ists worked at 
different tempos, levels of exertion , force, and rhythm , 
shallering the piano. Ortiz remembered: 

The piano keys shallered off, plink, plink, plong. 
When I started hacking with the axe, it got frightening. 
Harvey didn 't move far enough away and I swung the 
axe back. Fortunately, I was working with the axe end 
forward and he was hit in the chest wi th the flat part and 
got thrown back. It was after that event that I became 
very conscious of how careful I needed to be. It didn ' t 
frighten me so much as make me feel how stupid I was 
that I hadn't been conscious of the danger .. . There is 
a difference between exploring the aesthetics offrenzy 
and being in a frenzy. The piano was carefully de­
stroyed. It wasn't slow but it wasn't fren zied. 

When the destruction of the piano was complete, the BBC 
staff infonned Ortiz that he had mistakenly demolished 
the wrong piano, indeed, a valuable and perfectly tuned 
instrument . This did not concern Ortiz. On the contrary, 
he explained: 

I was delighted because it affirmed the preciousness of 
the object. In our culture objects are more important 
than people. No one ran out and said anything about 
Harvey. It was the piano that concerned everyone. 

What troubled him enormously, however, was his mo­
mentary lapse of attention to his "art process ," a lapse in 
which he had breached the boundary he had forbidden 
himself to cross in his art and he had moved into the taboo 
territory of " life." Unlike artists such as Allan Kaprow, 
whose Happenings a imed to break the barrier between art 
and life, Ortiz recognized the importance of retaining the 
sacred element of the ritual and not allowing it to be 
confused with life. Furthermore, he clearly understood 
that symbolic destruction must be contained or run the 
possibility of becoming the same kind of destruction in 
life which it was designed to neutralize. He reflected: 

Every now and then art and life overlap, like hilling 
Harvey with the axe. Of course that is not what 
Destruction Art is about. On the contrary, Destruction 
Art presents a revelation that neutralizes that kind of 
thing . . . So I learned that I sti ll had to pay attention ... 
I said to myself, "Jerk! Here you think you understand 
so much but you'rejust ajerk." I think artists should be 
responsible for their art process as a process of Being. 

Of the many actions Ortiz created in London, his Self­
Destruction at the Mercury Theatre, September 22, had 
the most profound repercussions. Without precedent at 
the time, 1966, this art action remains today among the 
most daring and precocious events, incorrectly and 
ubiquitously labeled Performance Art . Prior tothe action, 
he had selectively cut the middle-class business suit he 
was wearing so that it would eas il ~ tear away from his 

body. He then entered the space already set with milk 
bOllles, a large rubber duck toy, a diaper, and a large 
ta\cum powder cannister. Ortiz 's own description of Self­
Destruction vividly brings to life the force, personal 
violence, anger, spiritual hunger, childlike fear, confu­
sion, desire, and need which his large, brooding, smolder­
ing personality would have conveyed: 

I came in from the backstage calling for my mother. 
"Mother, mother, I am home, Ralphie is here. " Moving 
in dramatically saying only "mother" but implying, 
"Mother, I 'm home, your son is here." Then changing 
the tone to anxious and angry, shouting, "Mother! 
Mother!" I start throwing the books as though I am 
home from school and then I start tearing my clothes 
and screaming for my mother. Angry and stamping 
sort of emotionally as if to say, "Where are you? 
You've deserted me again. You are not here, I am 
deserted. My mother is gone. She is gone out of my life. 
I can ' t live without my mother." I rip my clothes off 
hysterically trying to fit all those meanings into the one 
word "Mother." I s tart blubbering, getting chi ldish, 
"Mommy, mommy, mommy, rna, rna, rna, rna." Re­
gressing, I go from very rational stable to unstable, 
hysterical regression moving from the traditional logic 
to the more paleo-logic of Id kind of process, to the 
whole destruction of a personality and character. I am 
blubbering and I grab the talcum powder and shake it 
all over me, "Ma, rna, rna, rna, rna , rna." FeeJing better, 
I am making contact with Mommy. I get down and put 
the diaper on and crawl over to the big duck. It goes, 
"Quack." "Mommy." "Quack." Then I go "Daddy." 
Bump! I give it a lillie wallop. Then I say, "Mommy, 
rna, rna, rna." "Quack, quack, quack." "Daddy, Daddy, 
da, da , da, da. " I get real hysterical because my father 
took my mother away from me, that 's why my mother 
isn' t around. My father took her away. He came 
between me and mommy. I am bashing the duck" 
"dada, dada, dada." The whole thing breaks. But what 
was funny about it was that there was this big phallic 
form inside that made the quack sound. So I grab it , 
"dada, dada, dada," banging the big phallic fonn , I go 
through the whole thing again and throw it across the 
room. Then I see the milk. "Mommy, mommy. " That 's 
the milk! Symbolic again. I sat down and I guzzle the 
milk and just as I am out of it and it's sort of pouring 
over me and I am g uzzling it , I go, "Ma, rna." You 
know how you can hardly breathe and I grab another 
bOllle. I guzzle it and pour it all over me: there is 
Mommy. There is mommy's presence right there in all 
the milk. Then I finish all the milk and when it 's all 
gone, Mommy is gone. Then I say, "Mommy, 
mommy." And I start banging the bOllle sort oflike this 
big phallic gong. Wong! Wong! "Daddy, daddy, 
daddy." I just do that for about five minutes and I get 
real hyste rical again and I throw up. I reject Mommy. 
Mommy rejected me, I am going to reject her. I throw 
up, first spontaneously, then deliberately sticking my 
finger down my throat , vomiting up about two pints of 15 
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