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Misconceptual art: The World of Madelon 
Vriesendorp

By James Westcott

In terms of artists who are good at living, and whose art makes them better at it, 
Marcel  Duchamp  and  Jackson  Pollock  represent  the  two  polar  extremes. 
Duchamp  shunned  the  limelight,  rejected  conventional  art  practice,  and 
developed a kind of life practice instead. He spent decades concentrating on 
chess, preserving his freedom, and noodling away in secret in his studio. “When 
you only make one or two of these [readymades] a year,” he told BBC Radio in 
1962, casually but with total seriousness, “you have a lot of time to think about 
other  things.”  In  other  words,  his  practice  was  happily  and  calmly  spread 
throughout all areas of his existence. On the other end of the scale, we all know 
how tragically wretched and wasted Jackson Pollock was for all but a handful of 
his adult years, the same few years that he was dry and making his best paintings.

Dutch artist Madelon Vriesendorp is emphatically on the Duchamp end of the 
scale, in many more ways than one. With her husband Rem Koolhaas and Elia and 
Zoe Zenghelis, Vriesendorp co-founded the Office for Metropolitan Architecture 
in  1975.  But  as  Koolhaas  gathered  formidable  momentum and  Vriesendorp 
started selling her fantastical, audacious renderings for the then incredible sum 
of $10,000 (thus funding OMA's early competition entries),  she snuck out of 
public life.

Instead, in a half-conscious strategy, she integrated her art practice into her life 
practice, yielding enormous pleasure dividends in her own life and those around 
her. Now, that pleasure is spreading further and wider through her retro-and-
future-spective  at  the  Architectural  Association,  The  World  of  Madelon 
Vriesendorp. It is the first time her paintings, postcard and object collections, and 
games have been brought together and accounted for, and the first time much of 
it has …
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