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Eleanore Mikus (b. 1927) created her first mature works in New York City in the late
1950s and early ’60s, when the United States was then at the height of its Cold War rivalries with the U.S.S.R. Despite this strange political situation, or possibly because of it, the
country was caught up in the two seemingly opposite trends of an unheralded hedonism
taking the form of rampant consumerism, now often referred to as the “populuxe” era,1
and an anti-materialist Zen Buddhist boom.2 Although these two approaches have been
traditionally separated by historians, I contend that the mid-century manufacturing ideal
of planned obsolescence provides a means for understanding how the former’s materialist
pursuit of the new was implicitly inverted by the latter’s turn toward Eastern spirituality,
particularly when one takes into consideration the positive beauties associated with
imperfection and aging characteristic of the Japanese Zen aesthetic of wabi-sabi, which is
central to Mikus’s art.
Despite persistent Cold War rumblings, many middle-income Americans in the
mid-twentieth century focused on relishing their country’s newly won prosperity, which
had been attained by converting almost overnight its war-time military production capabilities into post-war consumer-oriented products, enabling it to become the nation
with far more cars than any in the world, the consumer of the vast majority of the
world’s fossil fuels, and the planetary realm with far greater distribution of electricity
than any other land on earth.With their unprecedented disposable incomes at this time,
middle-class Americans went on an extended shopping spree that encouraged them to
ignore the ramifications of the capitalist strategy of planned obsolescence, which had
been one of the rationales for manufacturing products in a stunning range of styles and
colors, coupled with a limited utility value.This marketing strategy encouraged these
relative newcomers to the market, who had survived the stringencies of the Great
Depression and the frugalities necessitated by World War II, first to buy and then soon to
replace big ticket items such as cars and home appliances with ever new designs with
ever increasing futuristic appeal. In addition, they were enticed into purchasing furniture
alluringly fabricated in a rich panoply of styles, hyped as “Early American,” “French
Provincial,” “Modern” and “Space Age.”

Going against this consumerist tide, economist John Kenneth Galbraith (1908–
2006) pointed out in his widely discussed book The Affluent Society (1958) that the United
States’ unprecedented wealth represented a new set of challenges.These included a carefully orchestrated “dependence effect,” which he described “as [occurring when] a society
becomes increasingly affluent,” when “wants are increasingly created by the process by
which they are satisfied,” so that the greater the production of goods, the greater the need
to stimulate desire for them. Galbraith concluded that post-World War II America’s goals
must be qualitative as well as quantitative, and he called for a “New Class” of people willing to promote ideas over material culture.3
Concurrently with the publication of The Affluent Society, one segment of this
New Class was already in formation, and it was comprised of people who were discovering Japanese Buddhism, particularly Rinzai Zen, which focuses on insight into one’s true
nature.4 Rinzai is notable for its koans, contradictory questions such as “What is the sound
of one hand clapping?” asked of a student by a master with the intention of catalyzing
intuitive realization. Japanese expatriate D.T. Suzuki (1870–1966) advanced this approach
in lectures and books widely followed by American intellectuals and artists. Others in the
United States, who were less doctrinaire, subscribed to the more freewheeling and accessible Zen popularized by former British Episcopal priest Alan Watts (1915–1973). Among
notable New York artists whose work was inspired by aspects of Zen were composer John
Cage (1912–1992) and painters Agnes Martin (1912–2004) and Ad Reinhardt (1913–1967),
who was Mikus’s good friend. Eleanore Mikus herself certainly needs to be included in
this number.
In addition to learning about Zen from fellow artists, Mikus had many opportunities for coming to terms with this Eastern religious practice through reading Suzuki’s
books and articles as well as attending his lectures at Columbia University. Also widely
read and discussed at the time was Zen in the Art of Archery by Eugen Herrigel (1884–
1955), in which the author describes his pursuit of Zen through his dedication, over
several years, to mastering the sport, inspiring American artists who were adherents of
Zen to consider their own work as an analogous means to enlightenment. Mikus had

embraced Zen ideas in her own work as early as the late 1950s; in 1966 she embarked on
a concentrated study of Eastern art associated with Zen. She joined New York City’s Asia
Society, founded in 1956 by John D. Rockefeller III (1906–1978), and then, with funds
provided by a Guggenheim Fellowship, she left New York for the University of Denver,
where she earned her Masters in Asian Art History in 1967 by writing a thesis on the
Chinese, Chán Buddhist-inspired,Tang-dynasty, eighth century painter, poet, musician, and
onetime statesman Wang Wei in which she focused on his impact on monochromatic
literati painting.Thus Mikus’s graduate study of art history was imbued with Chinese
Chán Buddhism, which had been a key influence in the development of Rinzai Zen
Buddhism in Japan, the form of Buddhism that Mikus not incoincidentally had explored
in New York.This continuity in her focus sustained Mikus’s embrace of the Japanese Zen
teahouse aesthetic of wabi-sabi in her art. In my opinion, this aesthetic also constitutes her
art’s implicit critical response to the high-volume consumerism of mid-century America.
Arising from teahouse culture, wabi-sabi (from “wabi,” meaning rural uncomplicatedness,5 and “sabi,” connoting tranquility accrued through age) is an aesthetic of the
beauty attained through the erosion of elements, natural and cultural, over time. A sensibility for this type of ephemerality is related to the cycles of nature and is located far
beyond the reaches of the human ego. It is representative of a worldview that differs substantially from the commodity fetishism and individuality reified in America’s prevailing
populuxe culture, even though both populuxe and wabi-sabi valorize change and ultimate
dissolution. Understood in this light, American mid-century consumerism and Mikus’s
art can be understood as two very different responses to the ethos of planned obsolescence: while conspicuous consumption indulges in changes in fashion and enforces
limited use, wabi-sabi naturalizes obsolescence and accepts increasing attrition as part of
the world’s overall design. Even though manufacturers and marketers promoted the
perpetually new and disparaged the worn in order to fuel unbridled consumer spending,
some Americans, like Mikus, embraced the patina of age in the spirit of a wabi-sabi
aesthetic because it enabled them to focus on life’s dynamics, including its evanescence,
its growth from apparently nothing, and its trajectory toward the unknown.

This Zen aesthetic is especially evident in Mikus’s overall reliance on controlled
accidents in her art. In addition to bespeaking nature’s processes, her emphasis on the
aleatory grows out of a quest to create works that, in their unpretentiousness, reference
the single and seemingly insignificant moments when life’s essential nature comes to the
fore. Apropos of this wabi-sabi aesthetic, Mikus has spoken of a desire for viewers of her
Tablets and Paperfolds to subsequently appreciate those moments when one stares absentmindedly at cracked pavement, worn bricks, weathered and broken shells, or waterwashed stones. In her art she consequently looked for a quiet yet dynamic voice in the
midst of the raucous hype of post-World War II commercialization. Her aim was to discover a calm that would rise above advertising’s din of ever new product-lines.6 Another
wabi-sabi characteristic of Mikus’s work is tellingly evident in her appreciation of the
special quality of surfaces daily touched by thousands of humans over many years. It was
this type of quality with which she wished to imbue her work. “When people put tokens
in the subway,” Mikus explained, “they then touch the surface of the turnstile and gradually wear away the paint and the wood. I like to get that quality in my Tablets.”7 The quality of smoothed-out surfaces, suggestive of the caresses of innumerable persons over long
periods of time, that is found in Mikus’s Tablets can thus be understood as an urban
American updating of Japanese Zen wabi-sabi. In her first series of Tablets Mikus preferred
to paint them white, no doubt because its pristine associations endowed her works with
the appearance of transcending the vagaries of age, while emphasizing its distinct beauty.
In 1958 Mikus started two years of experimentation that led to her first Tablet
pieces. The name for this series comes from her observation that people “from childhood
… carry … some sort of notational record.”8 According to the Oxford English
Dictionary, the word “tablet” first referred to a small slab of clay, wood, or metal that
served as a surface for memorial inscriptions, and later referred also to a wood panel used
for drawings and paintings, as well as a writing pad. If one appends the proviso of use to
the word “tablet,” then Mikus’s Tablets can be interpreted as abstract means for alluding to
a range of human activities, including personal reminders, testaments to notable people
and events, as well as inscriptions on surfaces resulting in two-dimensional works of art.

Front and back views of Tablet 86, 1964-66.White epoxy on wood, 12 x 113⁄4 inches. Collection the artist.

Tablets serve as the bedrock upon which images can be inscribed, and they can act as
reminders of both the relative permanency and ultimate ephemerality of our actions and
our artifacts, referring to the states of becoming and dissolving that are wabi-sabi.
This impermanence can be found in Window I (1960, fig. 1), comprised of stamp
hinges glued on wood, which point to Mikus’s realization that paint in art functions as a
type of glue. In this work paint has been replaced by glue. Literally, the stamp hinges are
surfaces coated with glue that stamp collectors use in assembling their albums; symbolically,
they function as bridges, becoming a metaphor for the adherent means making art possible.
When Mikus moves from Window I to her first Tablet in 1961, she adopts a new
and most important epistemological project for her work. It is predicated on conceiving
her art as an abstract testament to human creativity and viewing it also as a metaphorical
reference to the chance operations governing human life. Mikus created Tablet 1 (fig. 2)
with pieces of wood glued to a plywood support to establish an oscillating plane, which
she has compared to the undulations of flesh on the human hand or worn heels on shoes.9
In these works she relies on roughly sawed pieces of wood to produce the uneven spacing
that results when they are joined together, followed by judicious sanding to simulate an
image of long-term use and wear.When compared to Constructivist works by such an
artist as the Belgian sculptor and De Stijl founding member Georges Vantongerloo (1986–
1965), Mikus’s interest in the aesthetic of endurance is evident. Instead of invoking the
new or pointing to a utopian future, as do the bold juxtapositions and sharp edges of
Vantongerloo’s sculptures, Mikus’s Tablets, with their numinous surfaces of gently uneven

planes beneath numerous coats of white paint (and at times, wax), embody the passage
of time.Yet these softly nuanced components also reinforce the here and now, as well as
incorporate an understated fragility, made more so by flickering surfaces created through
these works’ ability to reflect light and generate shadows, and, as tablets, they also summon
up the image of perseverance against time’s inevitable onslaughts.
In the late 1980s, when I was researching Mikus’s art for the monograph subtitled
“Shadows of the Real,” I asked the artist to outline her process of making the Tablets.
She broke this activity down into several discreet steps, which can be condensed as follows:
I used my floor for an uneven surface. … I cut plywood or Masonite into pieces.
… I cut my braces and glued them on the seams … so that the front would have
deep and shallow recesses … always thinking about the front while working on
the back. … I beveled and sanded the sides. … I put a coat of gesso on the work
… and then put on more coats of gesso—six or so—and then the paint.
… I never used found objects for the tablets. … Most paintings took me six
weeks to a couple of years to complete.10

White Paperfold Flyer, 1963 (poster from exhibition at Pace Gallery, Boston).
Hand-folded paper, 281⁄2 x 22 inches. Collection the artist.

As this summary indicates, Mikus sets up conditions for controlled accidents, so that the
fronts of the work depend on the authenticity of the process she undertakes and not on
mere artistic whimsy. Wishing to bypass the doctrinaire late formalism promulgated by
New York critic Clement Greenberg (1909–1994) and also wanting to go beyond the
artistically designed assemblages of her friend Louise Nevelson (1899–1988), who created
mostly brooding walls from architectural Victorian bric-a-brac, Mikus avoids the preciousness of refined artfulness by revealing instead the traces of her very real actions and
the actual conditions of her studio floor.
In 1963 Mikus’s first Paperfolds took the form of a hand-folded poster for her
first all-white show at Pace Gallery in Boston. The idea originated from her practice of
folding index cards into reliefs as a means of thinking through various ideas for individual
Tablets. In 1961 and ’62 Mikus had created several cardboard folds, including Cardboard
Relief Fold (1961, fig. 3), as both sketches for possible Tablets as well as completed works

in their own right.These Paperfolds have an antecedent in the traditional Japanese craft
tradition of origami (from the Japanese “ori,” referring to folding, and “kami,” paper),
a technique documented as an established convention in Japan as early as the seventeenth
century. First popularized in mid-twentieth-century America, origami was, and is still,
widely regarded as a craft, though in Mikus’s work it assumes new artistic meaning as a
Zen form used to emphasize the fact that art is more a process than a static entity. As such,
it serves as a metaphor for the Buddhist tradition’s insistence on viewing humans in terms
of life’s ongoing dynamics rather than as reified individuals. Mikus’s origami Paperfolds
are elaborate constructions. In the 1960s they comprised only a few folds in emulation of
her Tablets; later, in the ’70s, she subjected sheets of paper to hundreds, and oftentimes
thousands, of folds to create radiating and undulating surfaces capable of reflecting a range
of subtle lights and shadows.
One demonstration of the sagaciousness of Eleanore Mikus and other musicians
and artists such as Cage, Martin, and Reinhardt is that they were able to discern in Zen
Buddhism basic concepts enabling them to move far beyond the mere look of traditional
Buddhist-inspired art, enabling them to create innovative and original works that
addressed current issues and needs. Of particular importance to these artists was Zen’s
emphasis on the here and now, its contradictory nature as a nonmystical mysticism, and its
quest to transcend the ego to attain a sense of unity with the world. Some of these ideas
are foundational to the critique Zen implicitly mounted against populuxe culture, including the intention to focus on the present without becoming Madison Avenue’s pawn, the
ability to live in the Cold War era with its many contradictions around freedom and
repression, and the necessity to move beyond advertising’s illusory spectacles in order to
establish real connections with first oneself and then with others. In this cultural mix,
Mikus’s wabi-sabi-inspired art plays a significant role; her Tablets in particular can be
viewed as icons of chance, contradiction, creation, and dissolution, as well as fragility and
ephemerality.Viewers of her work might have even been inspired to consider the dangers
of commodity fetishism outlined by the Frankfort School philosopher and celebrated
public intellectual Herbert Marcuse (1898–1979), who in his book One Dimensional Man:

Studies in the Ideology of Advanced Industrial Society (1964) characterized people in postwar
society as “recogniz[ing] themselves in their commodities; they find their soul in their
automobile, hi-fi set, split-level home, kitchen equipment.”11 Certainly, American Zen in
general and Eleanore Mikus’s transformation of the wab-sabi Japanese teahouse aesthetic
in particular deserve credit for opposing this contemporaneous dehumanizing ideology.
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P L AT E S

1. Window I, 1960

2. Tablet 1, 1961

3. Cardbord Relief Fold, 1961

4. Tablet 5, 1962

5. Collage Fold #4, 1962

6. White Relief, 1962

7. Tablet 41, 1963

8. Tablet 45, 1963

9. Relief 16, 1963

10. Relief 17, 1963

11. Tablet 66, 1963-64

12. Tablet 108, 1964

13. Tablet 142, 1965-66

14. Untitled, 1968

15. Untitled, 1969

16. Untitled, 1969

17. Untitled, 1967

CHECKLIST

1. Window I, 1960

10. Relief 17, 1963

Stamp hinges and rabbit skin glue on wood

White flat enamel on hand-folded index card

151⁄4 x 14 inches

on board
8 x 91⁄2 inches

2. Tablet 1, 1961
White oil on grooved plywood

11. Tablet 66, 1963-64

42 x 42 inches

White flat enamel on Masonite
601⁄8 x 353⁄4 inches

3. Cardbord Relief Fold, 1961

Private collection

White oil on corrugated cardboard
12 x 14 inches

12. Tablet 108, 1964
White epoxy on wood

4. Tablet 5, 1962

47 x 35 inches

White acrylic on grooved plywood
24 x 24 inches

13, following spread. Tablet 142, 1965-66
White acrylic on wood, four panels

5. Collage Fold #4, 1962

333⁄4 x 13 inches, each

Rag paper on paper
5 x 37⁄8 inches

14. Untitled, 1968
Hand-folded white paper, triptych

6, page 2 detail. White Relief, 1962

6 x 41⁄4 inches, each

White oil paint on corrugated cardboard
241⁄8 x 151⁄2 inches

15. Untitled, 1969
White mother of pearl acrylic on hand-folded paper

7. Tablet 41, 1963

83⁄4 x 6 inches

White flat enamel on wood
10 x 8 inches

16, page 12 detail. Untitled, 1969
Hand-folded white Nacre paper

8. Tablet 45, 1963

175⁄8 x 141⁄4 inches

White flat enamel on wood panel
233⁄4 x 16 inches

Mikus painting in studio in 1960.
17. Untitled, 1967
Rose cloth and rubber bands on board

9. Relief 16, 1963

81⁄4 x 61⁄4 inches

White flat enamel on hand-folded index card
on board
8 x 91⁄2 inches

All works collection of the artist, except where noted.
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