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What does Amelia Jones’s Irrational Modernism: A Neurasthenic History of New York Dada (2004) 

contribute to the contemporary discourse of art criticism? 

 

In 1971, Linda Nochlin’s renowned paper, ‘Why have there been no great women artists?’ catalysed 

a feminist revisionist movement that questioned art history’s linear canons. Followed by scholarly 

writings such as Griselda Pollock and Roszika Parker’s Old Mistresses (1981) and, later, Mira Schor’s 

‘Patrilineage’ (1991), the feminist critique of art history continued (and still does) to unearth and 

recuperate artists that were lost or forgotten due to their gender, race or sexuality. Seemingly, 

Amelia Jones’s Irrational Modernism: a neurasthenic history of New York Dada (2004) follows in the 

vein of revisionist art history movements of the 1970s, 80s and even 90s. Jones picks ‘the most 

fetishized of all canonical histories’ to dismantle the seminal genealogy that supposedly fathered 

postmodern art by both unearthing the Baroness Elsa von Freytag-Loringhoven and revisiting well 

known works by Duchamp, Picabia and Man Ray.1 Using New York Dada as a framework, Jones 

doesn’t just present a revisionist art history but, perhaps, more importantly, a critique of the 

methodologies of art history as a practice. She considers not just what we are taught but how we are 

taught it and presents alternative techniques based on subjectivity. This essay will consider whether 

Jones’ performative criticism contributes a novel way of interpreting not just art’s histories but also 

how these methodologies could apply to contemporary art criticism. I will consider not only what 

has led her to these techniques but their application and what this could contribute to art criticism 

and art historical methodologies. 

 

Revisionist art history 

Jones resurrects the Baroness Elsa von Freytag-Loringhoven to lead us through the streets of New 

York in the 1910s and, in doing so, creates a personal and, more importantly, subjective bond with 

the character. She identifies with the Baroness’s obsession with Marcel Duchamp and in doing so, 

introduces (or reintroduces) the other key player to this story.  

Jones’s first book (and her doctorate thesis) Postmodernism and the En-gendering of Marcel 

Duchamp (1994), was a study on Duchamp as the ‘origin of the postmodern lineage’ and how this 

attribution has shaped discourse on postmodernism.2 Jones’s interest in Duchamp continues in 

                                                            
1 Schor, Mira, ‘Cassandra in the City,’ review of Irrational Modernism: a neurasthenic history of New York Dada, 
by Amelia Jones, Art Journal 65:2 (Summer 2006) 133 
2 Jones, Amelia, Postmodernism and the En-gendering of Marcel Duchamp, (Cambridge, England: Cambridge 
University Press, 1994) 1 
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Irrational Modernism. Though on the surface, the Baroness appears to be the protagonist of Jones’s 

newer history, on closer inspection, she maintains Duchamp’s importance as she attempts to break 

his patriarchal spell. 

Similarly to Postmodernism and the En-gendering of Marcel Duchamp, Jones stresses the dominant 

role that Duchamp and his readymades have played in constructing a ‘rational’ patriarchal lineage of 

art history. She looks to seminal art historical texts such as Peter Bürger’s Theory of the Avant-garde 

(1974) in which his definition of the historical avant-garde places Duchamp as, what Mira Schor 

would call, its ‘mega-father’.3 4 5 Highly influential to following texts written by the likes of Hal Foster 

and Benjamin Buchloh, these ideas became deeply imbedded in, and ‘absolutely central to dominant 

Anglophone understandings of avant-gardism’.6 Jones stresses the reoccurrence of this feat and 

draws similar links to other ‘patrilineages’ such as Greenberg’s formalist model that smoothly moves 

from Manet to Picasso to Pollock. 7  When explaining the repercussions of these claims, Jones makes 

direct links to Nochlin’s arguments in ‘Why have there been no great women artists?’ (1971).8 

Nochlin equated this ‘unquestioned, often unconscious meta-historical premises’ with the term 

‘genius’; bestowed upon certain white, male artists such as Duchamp.9 This grants them an almost 

mythical importance that makes these theories seem incontestable and, more importantly, creates 

an unattainable status for more marginal artists.10  

The oversimplified history of the evolution of art is exemplified in Alfred Barr’s well-known chart, 

‘The development of Abstract Art’ (fig. 1). Drawn for the Cubism and Abstract Art exhibition of 1936, 

Barr’s chart paints a picture of a ‘perfect’ art history in which one ‘movement’ flows neatly into the 

other. Jones particularly picks out ‘racist conflations’ of ‘Negro Sculpture’ and ‘Near-Eastern Art’ as 

they feed into the ‘heroic European and United States-based movements’.11 This relates to the 

marginalization of ‘irrational’ subjects, such as the Baroness, that do not conform to the white male-

centred ideal that results in oversimplification.  

                                                            
3 Bürger, Peter, Theory of the Avant-Garde, (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1984) 51 
4 Jones, Amelia, Irrational Modernism: a neurasthenic history of New York Dada (Boston, MA: MIT Press, 2004) 
20 
5 Schor, Mira ‘Patrilineage,’ in Art Journal 50:2  (Summer 1991)  58 
6 Jones, Irrational Modernism, 20 
7 Ibid. 21 
8 Ibid. 19 
9 Nochlin, Linda, ‘Why have there been no great women artists?,’ in Nochlin, Linda, Women, Art, and Power, 
and Other Essays (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1988) 147 
10 Schor, ‘Patrilineage,’ 58 
11 Jones, Irrational Modernism, Dada 158 
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These lineages ‘encourage [an] impersonal, sociological, and institutional orientated approach’ to 

our critique of art history.12 This, as Jones highlights, is the fundamental issue in the way art history 

is taught, and therefore written. Similarly, in conversation with Matthew Arnatt, Matthew Collings 

compares Donald Judd’s more ‘personal’ writing to that of Art Monthly’s writers who choose words 

‘in order to sound as if they’re saying something’.13 This considers our perception of critical writing: 

the more authoritative in its objectivity, the more we read it as ‘truthful’. Feminist critiques of art 

history (and history for that matter) have long contested this methodology whose roots are 

reinforced by education. In Mobile Fidelities, Martina Pachmanová interviews a series of well-known 

feminist art historians. Topics of revisionist art history and art education reoccur and there is a 

resounding understanding of the connection between academic writing and objectivity. However (be 

it from Linda Nochlin, Susan Rubin Suleiman, Amelia Jones, Janet Wolff or Mira Schor) the 

categorical response highlights the impossibility of history writing as objective.14  

In her strive to revisit the supposedly ‘objective’ writings on New York Dada, Jones then embarks on 

a reinterpretation of well-known works by male Dadaists through a critical feminist lens. In the 

chapter ‘Dysfunctional Machines/Dysfunctional Subjects’, Jones looks to the works of Duchamp, 

Man Ray and Picabia that ‘ooze and leak’ and critiques their supposed masculinity.15 She associates 

the machine to ‘leaky masculinity’ and in doing so uncovers the more psychologically traumatised 

‘irrational’ side to these artists.16 Jones also dedicates the chapter ‘War/Equivocal Masculinities’ to 

the effect of the war on New York. With many claims that the distance from Europe meant that New 

York was far less affected by the war, Jones presents the argument that the deep psychological 

weight of not fighting could have similar neurasthenic consequences.17 Both originally European and 

having escaped to New York to avoid the war, it would seem impossible that the war had no effect 

on Duchamp and Picabia.18 In doing this, Jones finds a way to explain that there must be more going 

on than the rationalized male output that comes with the generalised model of the movement. The 

oversimplification of art’s histories, championed by objective ‘authoritative’ writing has led to the 

marginalization of not just artists such as the Baroness but also new and discursive interpretations of 

canonical works of art. 

                                                            
12 Nochlin, ‘Why have there been no great women artists?’ 153 
13 Collings, Matthew, in Arnatt, Matthew and Collings, Matthew, Criticism (London: Rachmaninoff’s, 2004) 18 
14 Pachmanová, Martina (ed.) Mobile Fidelities: Conversations on Feminism, History and Visuality (London: KT 
Press, 2010)  
15 Jones, Irrational Modernism, 118 
16 Ibid. 125 
17 Jones, Irrational Modernism, 39 
18 Ibid. 40 
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Subjectivity and Performative Criticism 

Jones quite poignantly writes ‘how do we construct a legitimate or convincing history of a 

movement from what essentially amounts to gossip?’ thus making the case for the impossibility of 

true objectivity.19 As historians, we make decisions about what we write and how we write it based 

on personal interpretations, experience and the relationship built with the topic.20 At this point, she 

begins to channel her writing towards the idea of subjectivity and how that could influence art 

writing. This seems to be a shift in focus from a feminist critique of a particular movement to the 

broader critique of art history as a practice. From the beginning of the book, Jones is incredibly clear 

about her investment in the subject and states her personal connection to the Baroness as a fellow 

‘neurasthenic’ and someone who also finds herself on the outskirts as a feminist scholar.21 22 

The second part of Irrational Modernism is an exploration of what could be achieved from the 

acceptance of subjectivity in art history writing. Jones explains that ultimately if ‘irrational’ bias were 

to be acknowledged, it would permit readers to critically engage both with the material and with the 

critique allowing for a more complex understanding of why the critic would value work in a certain 

way. Similarly, it would let for multiple interpretations of a subject thus making the practice of art 

history a live and on-going practice. Artists that did not conform to the original ‘rational’ lineage may 

resurface and allow for a fuller understanding of cultural and artist heritage in which new 

‘genealogies’ could be formed. Jones explains that if Duchamp’s readymades fathered minimalism, 

conceptualism and postmodern appropriation art, then perhaps, the Baroness’s ‘lived dada’ could be 

‘the very lens through which to understand another important strand of late capitalist culture’; from 

feminism to body art and other ‘less rational’ practices.23 

Jones then proceeds to consider what art writing could be like, given the opportunity to thrive in 

subjectivity. She gives ‘full reign to [her] art historical wondering and acknowledges [her] 

overidentifactory connection to urban trauma and fear, by projecting [her]self fully into/as the 

Baroness’.24 The last section of Irrational Modernism is a fictionalised account of Jones’s wondering 

through the streets of New York as though she were the Baroness, in order to attempt a sensory 

experience similar to that felt by the artist on a nightly basis.  

                                                            
19 Ibid. 30 
20 Ibid. 27 
21 Ibid. 24 
22 Schor, ‘Cassandra in the city,’ 135 
23 Jones, Irrational Modernism,26 
24 Ibid. 222 
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The choice of performative writing seems particularly apt given the circumstances. As ‘the only one 

living anywhere who dresses dada, loves dada, lives dada’, the Baroness could easily be considered 

one of the first performance artists.25 Due to her marginalisation not just in an art historical context 

but also by her contemporaries, her actual bodily experience of the bustling city – the detritus of 

which she would pick up and wear – seems crucial in the understanding of her as an artist.  

After Postmodernism and the En-gendering of Marcel Duchamp, Jones’s move to more 

contemporary art, led her towards performance art or body art. In Body Art: performing the subject 

(1998), Jones gives a detailed account of the history of performance art. She explains the birth of 

performance art as stemming from the non-normative subjects who took up performance as a 

political intervention into the art world.26 Performance art has then continued to have a binding 

connection with feminist and queer art as a medium for questioning identity and as a way of ‘making 

bodies visible’ who might otherwise not be due to their marginalization.27 Questions of self and self-

image become central to the subject/object relationship as the role of the artist merges with the art 

object to create a relational loop.28 

Notions of performativity and gender harp back to philosophers such as Maurice Merleau-Ponty and 

Simone de Beauvoir whose theories on phenomenology are often referenced by feminist theorists 

such as Judith Butler. In ‘Performative Acts and Gender Constitutions: an essay on phenomenology 

and feminist theory’ (1988), Butler discusses the separation between sex and gender explaining that 

gender is a ‘performed act’ constructed both intentionally and subconsciously due to cultural and 

social structures.29 She explains the phenomenological nature of this situation in which gender is 

constructed by constituting ‘acts’ that are projected onto the otherwise neutral body thus making 

gender a ‘corporeal style’.30 The essay goes on to consider the importance of this type of distinction 

to feminist theory, explaining that the political advantages of being able to reflect on the 

constituting ‘acts’ of ‘lived experience’ would allow for a greater understanding of individual 

subjectivity.31 The blurred traditional binaries of gender that come with this phenomenological 

theory might allow for more normative equality of the genders. Butler the importance of this over 

the ‘feminist theory that presupposes sexual difference’ which could marginalise women even 

                                                            
25 Heap, Jane in Jones, Irrational Modernism, 5 
26 Jones, Amelia in Jones, Amelia and Ulay in ‘Ulay and Amelia Jones,’ Lecture, Teijin Auditorium, Stedelijk 
Museum, Amsterdam, Netherlands, 9th January 2015 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Butler, Judith, ‘Performative Acts and Gender Constitutions: an essay on phenomenology and feminist 
theory’ in Theatre Journal, 40:4 (Dec. 1988) 519 
30 Ibid. 521 
31 Ibid. 522 
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more.32 Finally, when considering seminal philosophical texts, she suggests not to simply label them 

as belonging to patriarchal culture but to go back and reinterpret them in order to allow for 

alternative perspectives and descriptions.33 This would therefore establish the field of philosophy as 

more of a discursive practice.  

In considering a more performative approach to the understanding of the Baroness’s performance 

and in reinterpreting the well-known works of the male Dadaists, Jones appropriates Butler’s 

theories. She applies Butler’s considerations on the reinterpretation of philosophical texts to art 

history and, similarly, challenges the stagnant nature of ‘objectivity’.  

Jones leads to a climactic ending in her fictionalised excerpt written as the Baroness. Having studied 

the Baroness’s own writing style and the ‘gossip’ surrounding her, Jones adopts the Baroness fully 

and lets her ‘project’ onto and through her. In this way, Butler’s notions of phenomenological 

projections in which constituting acts sum up a ‘performance’ are adopted and the traits that would 

amount to the Baroness’s character are reassembled onto/in Amelia Jones. Perhaps, therefore, 

instead of assuming a ‘corporeal style’, Jones assumes a ‘writing style’ attributed to the Baroness. 

The phenomenological performative of adopted personas/genders may even be reminiscent of 

Duchamp himself and his female alter ego, Rrose Sélavy.34 

Choosing this fictionalised performative method as a form of critical analysis and understanding 

could be possible with an acceptance of subjectivity in scholarly writing. Aside from the relationship 

between critic and viewer, this also alters the dynamics between critic and object. It would redefine 

the traditional artist/critic hierarchy in a way that would level the critic with the artist and perhaps 

even make him a ‘co-artist’.35 The level of inter-subjectivity in this form of exercise entirely blurs the 

boundary between subject and object in which both act simultaneously as each other. In an 

interview with Jonathan Harris, Jones explains that the intimate relationship that one forms with the 

artist they write about as they get to know them becomes, in itself, performative.36 It would appear 

then, that a performative criticism could be the most suitable form of ekphrastic writing for this type 

of ‘irrational’ art.  

                                                            
32 Ibid. 530 
33 Ibid. 
34 White, Erin Starr, ‘Fictitious Criticism at the close of the 1960s: parody, performativity, and the postmodern,’ 
dissertation, Texas Christian University (May 2008) 1 
35 Rodriguez, Paul et al. ‘Colleague-criticism: performance, writing, and queer collegiality’ in Liminalities: A 
Journal of Performance Studies 5:1 (Apr. 2009) 24 
36 Jones, Amelia, in ‘Performativity, Cultural-politics, and the Embodiments of knowledge: an interview with 
Amelia Jones conducted by Jonathan Harris’ in Harris, Jonathan (ed.) Dead History, Live Art?: subjectivity and 
subversion in visual culture since the 1960s (Liverpool, England: Liverpool University Press, 2008) 104 
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Obviously, with the acceptance of subjectivity comes the understanding that the suggested criticism 

is not to be read as fact but as a particular person’s interpretation. In this case might allow the 

reader to imagine what it may in fact be like to walk around New York at night as the Baroness 

herself. This may also allow for a more inter-subjective understanding of the Baroness’s embodied 

performance. Maria Fusco explains that the art object should be viewed as a riddle and in order to 

‘elicit the most sophisticated or productive responses’, it should be approached in a similarly ‘riddlic’ 

manner.37 Fusco, like Jones, suggests that this form of criticism is entirely in opposition to the 

traditional Cartesian methods of analysis in which, when confronted with a problem, we oversimplify 

until the problem is solvable.38 This relates back to Jones’s issues with the oversimplification of art 

history, which, though easier to understand, ignores large amount of material that are still integral 

to the understanding of a particular culture or art movement. 

 

Conclusion 

In this book Jones seems to marry her two previous books, Postmodernism and the En-gendering of 

Marcel Duchamp and Body Art: performing the subject in order to consider whether a more 

personal, subjective and performative form of criticism could help our understanding of historical 

material.  

In terms of revisionist art history, the search for forgotten artists has been key to feminist art history 

since at least 1971 when Nochlin wrote ‘Why have there been no great women artists?’. Published in 

2004, in comparison, Irrational Modernism might even seem slightly outdated in its attempts to 

resurrect the past. Though not innovative, the resurfacing of important marginalized artists surely 

cannot be redundant. As Jones puts it, post-feminism implies the ‘termination’ of feminism, which, 

even in 2016 is still a thriving social concern and one that is not yet solved.39 However, the Baroness 

had already been ‘rediscovered’ by Irene Gammel in her 2002 biography, Baroness Elsa, to which 

Jones makes reference. This makes us reconsider why Jones uses the Baroness as her medium.  

Perhaps then it is not the revisionist aspect of the book that contributes innovative ideas to 

contemporary discourse of art criticism but the methodology. 

Irrational Modernism seems to act as an example of how to apply subjective criticism to a historic 

context. First by reinterpreting known pieces by Duchamp, Picabia and Man Ray (though arguably, 

                                                            
37 Fusco, Maria ‘Say who I am/Or a Broad Private Wink’ in Khonsary, Jeff and O’Brian, Melanie (eds.) 
Judgement and Contemporary Art Criticism (Vancouver: Fillip Editions/Artspeak, 2011) 77 
38 Ibid. 76 
39 Jones, Amelia ‘”Post-Feminism”: the remasculinization of culture?’ in M/E/A/N/I/N/G 7 (1990) 28 
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this too is not innovative) and secondly, by introducing a fictitious element to art criticism. 

Ultimately, this appears to be a reinterpretation of Judith Butler’s phenomenological performatives 

applied not to gender but to the subject/object dichotomy inherent in traditional art criticism.  

To readdress Jones’s question, ‘how do we construct a legitimate or convincing history of a 

movement from what essentially amounts to gossip?’ the answer seems to be ‘we don’t’. Instead we 

can approach the topic in more creative forms that might allow for a wider understanding of it. 

Opening up to the idea of subjectivity in critical writing might allow for reinterpretations and 

additions to the canon that would enrich our current cultural pool of influence. Furthermore it may 

also improve the understanding of the eclectic mixture of styles and approaches in contemporary art 

practice.40 

 

                                                            
40 Jones, Amelia, in Harris, ‘Performativity, Cultural-politics, and the Embodiments of knowledge,’117 
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