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Piero Manzoni’s Merda d’Artista (Artist’s Shit), created 
in 1961, is one of the most provocative and conceptually 
challenging artworks of the 20th century. The work con-
sists of 90 small, sealed cans, each allegedly containing 
30 grams of the artist’s feces. By transforming a bodily 
function into a luxury commodity, Manzoni questioned 
the nature of art, the role of the artist, and the commer-
cialization of artistic production. Merda d’Artista stands 
as a landmark in Conceptual Art and remains a subject of 
controversy, debate, and fascination in the art world. Piero 
Manzoni was an Italian avant-garde artist associated with 
the post-war European art movements of the 1950s and 
1960s. He was particularly linked to the Italian Arte Povera 
movement, which rejected traditional materials in favor of 
unconventional and often industrial or organic elements. 
He was also inspired by Dadaism, particularly the work of 
Marcel Duchamp, whose readymades challenged artistic 
conventions. In 1961, Manzoni created Merda d’Artista in 
response to the increasing commodification of art. The 
idea reportedly emerged from a conversation with his 
father, a canning manufacturer, who once remarked that 
his son’s work was essentially worthless. Taking this as a 
challenge, Manzoni decided to create a work that direct-
ly questioned the value attributed to art objects. Each of 
the 90 cans was labeled with text in multiple languages: 
Artist’s Shit, Merda d’Artista, Merde d’Artiste, Kunstler 
Scheisse. They were numbered and sold at the price of 
their equivalent weight in gold, drawing an explicit parallel 
between artistic production and economic value. By pla-
cing the artwork in a sealed container, Manzoni prevented 
verification of its contents, adding an element of mystery 
and speculation to the work. At its core, Merda d’Artista is 
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controversy, debate, and fascination in the art world. Piero 
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his son’s work was essentially worthless. Taking this as a 
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and speculation to the work. At its core, Merda d’Artista is 



This conceptual move aligned with the evolving art mo-
vements of the 1960s, particularly conceptual art, which 
emphasized the power of ideas over material execution. 
Rauschenberg’s telegram functions as both an artwork 
and a provocative statement about the nature of art. 
By simply asserting that the portrait exists because he 
claims it does, he shifts the definition of artistic creation 
from craftsmanship to declaration. This act raises fun-
damental questions about what constitutes an artwork 
and who has the authority to define it. Is art something 
that must be physically produced, or can it exist purely as 
an idea? The phrase “if I say so” highlights the role of the 
artist as an arbitrator of meaning. In traditional portraiture, 
the artist captures an individual’s likeness through their 
technical skills. However, Rauschenberg’s statement 
suggests that art does not require skill or even a tangible 
form to be valid—its legitimacy stems from the artist’s 
intent and the context in which it is presented. By doing 
this, he prefigures the ideas of conceptual artists like 
Joseph Kosuth, who argued that art is defined by the 
concept behind it rather than its execution. The telegram 
also serves as a critique of art institutions and the 
mechanisms that determine what is accepted as art. By 
submitting a non-traditional entry to the exhibition, Rau-
schenberg exposes the arbitrary nature of curatorial and 
institutional gatekeeping. If art is what an artist declares 
it to be, then the structures that traditionally define and 
validate art—museums, galleries, critics, and collectors—
are also subject to reevaluation. Furthermore, the work 
plays with the idea of authorship. Since the telegram is 
not a crafted object but rather a message dictated to a 
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vements of the 1960s, particularly conceptual art, which 
emphasized the power of ideas over material execution. 
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concept behind it rather than its execution. 
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Kosuth, who argued that art is defined by the 
concept behind it rather than its execution. 

Formula Type FT Kunst Grotesk Specimen Light, Light Italic 12, 10, 8 points (6/23)

This conceptual move aligned with the evolving art movements of the 1960s, 
particularly conceptual art, which emphasized the power of ideas over ma-
terial execution. Rauschenberg’s telegram functions as both an artwork and 
a provocative statement about the nature of art. By simply asserting that the 
portrait exists because he claims it does, he shifts the definition of artistic 
creation from craftsmanship to declaration. This act raises fundamental que-
stions about what constitutes an artwork and who has the authority to define 
it. Is art something that must be physically produced, or can it exist purely 
as an idea? The phrase “if I say so” highlights the role of the artist as an arbi-
trator of meaning. In traditional portraiture, the artist captures an individual’s 
likeness through their technical skills. However, Rauschenberg’s statement 
suggests that art does not require skill or even a tangible form to be valid—its 
legitimacy stems from the artist’s intent and the context in which it is presen-
ted. By doing this, he prefigures the ideas of conceptual artists like Joseph 
Kosuth, who argued that art is defined by the concept behind it rather than 
its execution. The telegram also serves as a critique of art institutions and the 
mechanisms that determine what is accepted as art. By submitting a non-tra-
ditional entry to the exhibition, Rauschenberg exposes the arbitrary nature of 
curatorial and institutional gatekeeping. If art is what an artist declares it to 
be, then the structures that traditionally define and validate art—museums, 
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curatorial and institutional gatekeeping. If art is what an artist declares it to 
be, then the structures that traditionally define and validate art—museums, 
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Piero Manzoni’s Merda d’Artista (Artist’s Shit), created 
in 1961, is one of the most provocative and conceptually 
challenging artworks of the 20th century. The work con-
sists of 90 small, sealed cans, each allegedly containing 
30 grams of the artist’s feces. By transforming a bodily 
function into a luxury commodity, Manzoni questioned 
the nature of art, the role of the artist, and the commer-
cialization of artistic production. Merda d’Artista stands 
as a landmark in Conceptual Art and remains a subject 
of controversy, debate, and fascination in the art world. 
Piero Manzoni was an Italian avant-garde artist asso-
ciated with the post-war European art movements of 
the 1950s and 1960s. He was particularly linked to the 
Italian Arte Povera movement, which rejected traditional 
materials in favor of unconventional and often industrial 
or organic elements. He was also inspired by Dadaism, 
particularly the work of Marcel Duchamp, whose ready-
mades challenged artistic conventions. In 1961, Manzoni 
created Merda d’Artista in response to the increasing 
commodification of art. The idea reportedly emerged 
from a conversation with his father, a canning manu-
facturer, who once remarked that his son’s work was 
essentially worthless. Taking this as a challenge, Man-
zoni decided to create a work that directly questioned 
the value attributed to art objects. Each of the 90 cans 
was labeled with text in multiple languages: Artist’s Shit, 
Merda d’Artista, Merde d’Artiste, Kunstler Scheisse. They 
were numbered and sold at the price of their equiva-
lent weight in gold, drawing an explicit parallel between 
artistic production and economic value. By placing the 
artwork in a sealed container, Manzoni prevented ve-
rification of its contents, adding an element of mystery 
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the 1950s and 1960s. He was particularly linked to the 
Italian Arte Povera movement, which rejected traditional 
materials in favor of unconventional and often industrial 
or organic elements. He was also inspired by Dadaism, 
particularly the work of Marcel Duchamp, whose ready-
mades challenged artistic conventions. In 1961, Manzoni 
created Merda d’Artista in response to the increasing 
commodification of art. The idea reportedly emerged 
from a conversation with his father, a canning manu-
facturer, who once remarked that his son’s work was 
essentially worthless. Taking this as a challenge, Man-
zoni decided to create a work that directly questioned 
the value attributed to art objects. Each of the 90 cans 
was labeled with text in multiple languages: Artist’s Shit, 
Merda d’Artista, Merde d’Artiste, Kunstler Scheisse. They 
were numbered and sold at the price of their equiva-
lent weight in gold, drawing an explicit parallel between 
artistic production and economic value. By placing the 
artwork in a sealed container, Manzoni prevented ve-
rification of its contents, adding an element of mystery 



This conceptual move aligned with the evolving art 
movements of the 1960s, particularly conceptual art, 
which emphasized the power of ideas over material 
execution. Rauschenberg’s telegram functions as both 
an artwork and a provocative statement about the 
nature of art. By simply asserting that the portrait exists 
because he claims it does, he shifts the definition of 
artistic creation from craftsmanship to declaration. This 
act raises fundamental questions about what consti-
tutes an artwork and who has the authority to define 
it. Is art something that must be physically produced, 
or can it exist purely as an idea? The phrase “if I say 
so” highlights the role of the artist as an arbitrator of 
meaning. In traditional portraiture, the artist captures 
an individual’s likeness through their technical skills. 
However, Rauschenberg’s statement suggests that 
art does not require skill or even a tangible form to be 
valid—its legitimacy stems from the artist’s intent and 
the context in which it is presented. By doing this, he 
prefigures the ideas of conceptual artists like Joseph 
Kosuth, who argued that art is defined by the concept 
behind it rather than its execution. The telegram also 
serves as a critique of art institutions and the me-
chanisms that determine what is accepted as art. By 
submitting a non-traditional entry to the exhibition, 
Rauschenberg exposes the arbitrary nature of curato-
rial and institutional gatekeeping. If art is what an artist 
declares it to be, then the structures that traditionally 
define and validate art—museums, galleries, critics, and 
collectors—are also subject to reevaluation. Furthermo-
re, the work plays with the idea of authorship. Since the 
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trator of meaning. In traditional portraiture, 
the artist captures an individual’s likeness 
through their technical skills. However, 
Rauschenberg’s statement suggests that 
art does not require skill or even a tangible 
form to be valid—its legitimacy stems from 
the artist’s intent and the context in which 
it is presented. By doing this, he prefigures 
the ideas of conceptual artists like Jose-
ph Kosuth, who argued that art is defined 
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that the portrait exists because he claims 
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creation from craftsmanship to declaration. 
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This conceptual move aligned with the evolving art movements of the 
1960s, particularly conceptual art, which emphasized the power of ideas 
over material execution. Rauschenberg’s telegram functions as both an 
artwork and a provocative statement about the nature of art. By simply as-
serting that the portrait exists because he claims it does, he shifts the defi-
nition of artistic creation from craftsmanship to declaration. This act raises 
fundamental questions about what constitutes an artwork and who has 
the authority to define it. Is art something that must be physically produ-
ced, or can it exist purely as an idea? The phrase “if I say so” highlights the 
role of the artist as an arbitrator of meaning. In traditional portraiture, the 
artist captures an individual’s likeness through their technical skills. Howe-
ver, Rauschenberg’s statement suggests that art does not require skill 
or even a tangible form to be valid—its legitimacy stems from the artist’s 
intent and the context in which it is presented. By doing this, he prefigures 
the ideas of conceptual artists like Joseph Kosuth, who argued that art is 
defined by the concept behind it rather than its execution. The telegram 
also serves as a critique of art institutions and the mechanisms that deter-
mine what is accepted as art. By submitting a non-traditional entry to the 
exhibition, Rauschenberg exposes the arbitrary nature of curatorial and 
institutional gatekeeping. If art is what an artist declares it to be, then the 
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artwork and a provocative statement about the nature of art. By simply as-
serting that the portrait exists because he claims it does, he shifts the defi-
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or even a tangible form to be valid—its legitimacy stems from the artist’s 
intent and the context in which it is presented. By doing this, he prefigures 
the ideas of conceptual artists like Joseph Kosuth, who argued that art is 
defined by the concept behind it rather than its execution. The telegram 
also serves as a critique of art institutions and the mechanisms that deter-
mine what is accepted as art. By submitting a non-traditional entry to the 
exhibition, Rauschenberg exposes the arbitrary nature of curatorial and 
institutional gatekeeping. If art is what an artist declares it to be, then the 
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Piero Manzoni’s Merda d’Artista (Artist’s Shit), created 
in 1961, is one of the most provocative and conceptual-
ly challenging artworks of the 20th century. The work 
consists of 90 small, sealed cans, each allegedly con-
taining 30 grams of the artist’s feces. By transforming 
a bodily function into a luxury commodity, Manzoni 
questioned the nature of art, the role of the artist, and 
the commercialization of artistic production. Merda 
d’Artista stands as a landmark in Conceptual Art and 
remains a subject of controversy, debate, and fasci-
nation in the art world. Piero Manzoni was an Italian 
avant-garde artist associated with the post-war Euro-
pean art movements of the 1950s and 1960s. He was 
particularly linked to the Italian Arte Povera movement, 
which rejected traditional materials in favor of uncon-
ventional and often industrial or organic elements. He 
was also inspired by Dadaism, particularly the work of 
Marcel Duchamp, whose readymades challenged arti-
stic conventions. In 1961, Manzoni created Merda d’Ar-
tista in response to the increasing commodification of 
art. The idea reportedly emerged from a conversation 
with his father, a canning manufacturer, who once re-
marked that his son’s work was essentially worthless. 
Taking this as a challenge, Manzoni decided to create 
a work that directly questioned the value attributed to 
art objects. Each of the 90 cans was labeled with text 
in multiple languages: Artist’s Shit, Merda d’Artista, 
Merde d’Artiste, Kunstler Scheisse. They were numbe-
red and sold at the price of their equivalent weight in 
gold, drawing an explicit parallel between artistic pro-
duction and economic value. By placing the artwork in 
a sealed container, Manzoni prevented verification of 

Piero Manzoni’s Merda d’Artista (Artist’s Shit), created 
in 1961, is one of the most provocative and conceptual-
ly challenging artworks of the 20th century. The work 
consists of 90 small, sealed cans, each allegedly con-
taining 30 grams of the artist’s feces. By transforming 
a bodily function into a luxury commodity, Manzoni 
questioned the nature of art, the role of the artist, and 
the commercialization of artistic production. Merda 
d’Artista stands as a landmark in Conceptual Art and 
remains a subject of controversy, debate, and fasci-
nation in the art world. Piero Manzoni was an Italian 
avant-garde artist associated with the post-war Euro-
pean art movements of the 1950s and 1960s. He was 
particularly linked to the Italian Arte Povera movement, 
which rejected traditional materials in favor of uncon-
ventional and often industrial or organic elements. He 
was also inspired by Dadaism, particularly the work of 
Marcel Duchamp, whose readymades challenged arti-
stic conventions. In 1961, Manzoni created Merda d’Ar-
tista in response to the increasing commodification of 
art. The idea reportedly emerged from a conversation 
with his father, a canning manufacturer, who once re-
marked that his son’s work was essentially worthless. 
Taking this as a challenge, Manzoni decided to create 
a work that directly questioned the value attributed to 
art objects. Each of the 90 cans was labeled with text 
in multiple languages: Artist’s Shit, Merda d’Artista, 
Merde d’Artiste, Kunstler Scheisse. They were numbe-
red and sold at the price of their equivalent weight in 
gold, drawing an explicit parallel between artistic pro-
duction and economic value. By placing the artwork 
in a sealed container, Manzoni prevented verification 
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This conceptual move aligned with the evolving art 
movements of the 1960s, particularly conceptual art, 
which emphasized the power of ideas over mate-
rial execution. Rauschenberg’s telegram functions 
as both an artwork and a provocative statement 
about the nature of art. By simply asserting that the 
portrait exists because he claims it does, he shifts 
the definition of artistic creation from craftsmanship 
to declaration. This act raises fundamental questions 
about what constitutes an artwork and who has the 
authority to define it. Is art something that must be 
physically produced, or can it exist purely as an idea? 
The phrase “if I say so” highlights the role of the artist 
as an arbitrator of meaning. In traditional portraiture, 
the artist captures an individual’s likeness throu-
gh their technical skills. However, Rauschenberg’s 
statement suggests that art does not require skill or 
even a tangible form to be valid—its legitimacy stems 
from the artist’s intent and the context in which it is 
presented. By doing this, he prefigures the ideas of 
conceptual artists like Joseph Kosuth, who argued 
that art is defined by the concept behind it rather than 
its execution. The telegram also serves as a critique 
of art institutions and the mechanisms that determine 
what is accepted as art. By submitting a non-traditio-
nal entry to the exhibition, Rauschenberg exposes the 
arbitrary nature of curatorial and institutional gateke-
eping. If art is what an artist declares it to be, then 
the structures that traditionally define and validate 
art—museums, galleries, critics, and collectors—are 
also subject to reevaluation. Furthermore, the work 

This conceptual move aligned with the evolving art 
movements of the 1960s, particularly conceptual art, 
which emphasized the power of ideas over mate-
rial execution. Rauschenberg’s telegram functions 
as both an artwork and a provocative statement 
about the nature of art. By simply asserting that the 
portrait exists because he claims it does, he shifts 
the definition of artistic creation from craftsmanship 
to declaration. This act raises fundamental questions 
about what constitutes an artwork and who has the 
authority to define it. Is art something that must be 
physically produced, or can it exist purely as an idea? 
The phrase “if I say so” highlights the role of the artist 
as an arbitrator of meaning. In traditional portraiture, 
the artist captures an individual’s likeness through 
their technical skills. However, Rauschenberg’s 
statement suggests that art does not require skill or 
even a tangible form to be valid—its legitimacy stems 
from the artist’s intent and the context in which it is 
presented. By doing this, he prefigures the ideas of 
conceptual artists like Joseph Kosuth, who argued 
that art is defined by the concept behind it rather than 
its execution. The telegram also serves as a critique 
of art institutions and the mechanisms that determine 
what is accepted as art. By submitting a non-traditio-
nal entry to the exhibition, Rauschenberg exposes the 
arbitrary nature of curatorial and institutional gateke-
eping. If art is what an artist declares it to be, then 
the structures that traditionally define and validate 
art—museums, galleries, critics, and collectors—are 
also subject to reevaluation. Furthermore, the work 

This conceptual move aligned with the 
evolving art movements of the 1960s, par-
ticularly conceptual art, which emphasized 
the power of ideas over material execution. 
Rauschenberg’s telegram functions as 
both an artwork and a provocative sta-
tement about the nature of art. By simply 
asserting that the portrait exists because 
he claims it does, he shifts the definition of 
artistic creation from craftsmanship to de-
claration. This act raises fundamental que-
stions about what constitutes an artwork 
and who has the authority to define it. Is art 
something that must be physically produ-
ced, or can it exist purely as an idea? The 
phrase “if I say so” highlights the role of the 
artist as an arbitrator of meaning. In tradi-
tional portraiture, the artist captures an in-
dividual’s likeness through their technical 
skills. However, Rauschenberg’s statement 
suggests that art does not require skill or 
even a tangible form to be valid—its legiti-
macy stems from the artist’s intent and the 
context in which it is presented. By doing 
this, he prefigures the ideas of conceptual 
artists like Joseph Kosuth, who argued 

This conceptual move aligned with the 
evolving art movements of the 1960s, par-
ticularly conceptual art, which emphasized 
the power of ideas over material execution. 
Rauschenberg’s telegram functions as 
both an artwork and a provocative sta-
tement about the nature of art. By simply 
asserting that the portrait exists because 
he claims it does, he shifts the definition 
of artistic creation from craftsmanship to 
declaration. This act raises fundamental 
questions about what constitutes an ar-
twork and who has the authority to define 
it. Is art something that must be physically 
produced, or can it exist purely as an idea? 
The phrase “if I say so” highlights the role 
of the artist as an arbitrator of meaning. In 
traditional portraiture, the artist captures 
an individual’s likeness through their tech-
nical skills. However, Rauschenberg’s sta-
tement suggests that art does not require 
skill or even a tangible form to be valid—its 
legitimacy stems from the artist’s intent 
and the context in which it is presented. 
By doing this, he prefigures the ideas of 
conceptual artists like Joseph Kosuth, who 
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This conceptual move aligned with the evolving art movements of the 
1960s, particularly conceptual art, which emphasized the power of ideas 
over material execution. Rauschenberg’s telegram functions as both an 
artwork and a provocative statement about the nature of art. By simply 
asserting that the portrait exists because he claims it does, he shifts the 
definition of artistic creation from craftsmanship to declaration. This act 
raises fundamental questions about what constitutes an artwork and 
who has the authority to define it. Is art something that must be physi-
cally produced, or can it exist purely as an idea? The phrase “if I say so” 
highlights the role of the artist as an arbitrator of meaning. In traditional 
portraiture, the artist captures an individual’s likeness through their 
technical skills. However, Rauschenberg’s statement suggests that art 
does not require skill or even a tangible form to be valid—its legitimacy 
stems from the artist’s intent and the context in which it is presented. By 
doing this, he prefigures the ideas of conceptual artists like Joseph Ko-
suth, who argued that art is defined by the concept behind it rather than 
its execution. The telegram also serves as a critique of art institutions 
and the mechanisms that determine what is accepted as art. By submit-
ting a non-traditional entry to the exhibition, Rauschenberg exposes the 
arbitrary nature of curatorial and institutional gatekeeping. If art is what 
This conceptual move aligned with the evolving art movements of the 
1960s, particularly conceptual art, which emphasized the power of ideas 
over material execution. Rauschenberg’s telegram functions as both an 
artwork and a provocative statement about the nature of art. By simply 
asserting that the portrait exists because he claims it does, he shifts the 
definition of artistic creation from craftsmanship to declaration. This act 
raises fundamental questions about what constitutes an artwork and 
who has the authority to define it. Is art something that must be physi-
cally produced, or can it exist purely as an idea? The phrase “if I say so” 
highlights the role of the artist as an arbitrator of meaning. In traditional 
portraiture, the artist captures an individual’s likeness through their 
technical skills. However, Rauschenberg’s statement suggests that art 
does not require skill or even a tangible form to be valid—its legitimacy 
stems from the artist’s intent and the context in which it is presented. By 
doing this, he prefigures the ideas of conceptual artists like Joseph Ko-
suth, who argued that art is defined by the concept behind it rather than 
its execution. The telegram also serves as a critique of art institutions 
and the mechanisms that determine what is accepted as art. By submit-
ting a non-traditional entry to the exhibition, Rauschenberg exposes the 
arbitrary nature of curatorial and institutional gatekeeping. If art is what 
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Piero Manzoni’s Merda d’Artista (Artist’s Shit), cre-
ated in 1961, is one of the most provocative and con-
ceptually challenging artworks of the 20th century. 
The work consists of 90 small, sealed cans, each al-
legedly containing 30 grams of the artist’s feces. By 
transforming a bodily function into a luxury commo-
dity, Manzoni questioned the nature of art, the role 
of the artist, and the commercialization of artistic 
production. Merda d’Artista stands as a landmark in 
Conceptual Art and remains a subject of controversy, 
debate, and fascination in the art world. Piero Man-
zoni was an Italian avant-garde artist associated with 
the post-war European art movements of the 1950s 
and 1960s. He was particularly linked to the Italian 
Arte Povera movement, which rejected traditional 
materials in favor of unconventional and often indu-
strial or organic elements. He was also inspired by 
Dadaism, particularly the work of Marcel Duchamp, 
whose readymades challenged artistic conventions. 
In 1961, Manzoni created Merda d’Artista in respon-
se to the increasing commodification of art. The idea 
reportedly emerged from a conversation with his 
father, a canning manufacturer, who once remarked 
that his son’s work was essentially worthless. Taking 
this as a challenge, Manzoni decided to create a work 
that directly questioned the value attributed to art 
objects. Each of the 90 cans was labeled with text 
in multiple languages: Artist’s Shit, Merda d’Artista, 
Merde d’Artiste, Kunstler Scheisse. They were num-
bered and sold at the price of their equivalent weight 
in gold, drawing an explicit parallel between artistic 
production and economic value. By placing the ar-

Piero Manzoni’s Merda d’Artista (Artist’s Shit), crea-
ted in 1961, is one of the most provocative and con-
ceptually challenging artworks of the 20th century. 
The work consists of 90 small, sealed cans, each al-
legedly containing 30 grams of the artist’s feces. By 
transforming a bodily function into a luxury commo-
dity, Manzoni questioned the nature of art, the role 
of the artist, and the commercialization of artistic 
production. Merda d’Artista stands as a landmark in 
Conceptual Art and remains a subject of controversy, 
debate, and fascination in the art world. Piero Man-
zoni was an Italian avant-garde artist associated with 
the post-war European art movements of the 1950s 
and 1960s. He was particularly linked to the Italian 
Arte Povera movement, which rejected traditional 
materials in favor of unconventional and often indu-
strial or organic elements. He was also inspired by 
Dadaism, particularly the work of Marcel Duchamp, 
whose readymades challenged artistic conventions. 
In 1961, Manzoni created Merda d’Artista in respon-
se to the increasing commodification of art. The idea 
reportedly emerged from a conversation with his 
father, a canning manufacturer, who once remarked 
that his son’s work was essentially worthless. Ta-
king this as a challenge, Manzoni decided to create 
a work that directly questioned the value attributed 
to art objects. Each of the 90 cans was labeled with 
text in multiple languages: Artist’s Shit, Merda d’Ar-
tista, Merde d’Artiste, Kunstler Scheisse. They were 
numbered and sold at the price of their equivalent 
weight in gold, drawing an explicit parallel between 
artistic production and economic value. By placing 
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This conceptual move aligned with the evolving art 
movements of the 1960s, particularly conceptual 
art, which emphasized the power of ideas over ma-
terial execution. Rauschenberg’s telegram functions 
as both an artwork and a provocative statement 
about the nature of art. By simply asserting that the 
portrait exists because he claims it does, he shifts 
the definition of artistic creation from craftsman-
ship to declaration. This act raises fundamental 
questions about what constitutes an artwork and 
who has the authority to define it. Is art something 
that must be physically produced, or can it exist 
purely as an idea? The phrase “if I say so” highlights 
the role of the artist as an arbitrator of meaning. 
In traditional portraiture, the artist captures an 
individual’s likeness through their technical skills. 
However, Rauschenberg’s statement suggests that 
art does not require skill or even a tangible form to 
be valid—its legitimacy stems from the artist’s intent 
and the context in which it is presented. By doing 
this, he prefigures the ideas of conceptual artists 
like Joseph Kosuth, who argued that art is defined 
by the concept behind it rather than its execution. 
The telegram also serves as a critique of art insti-
tutions and the mechanisms that determine what 
is accepted as art. By submitting a non-traditional 
entry to the exhibition, Rauschenberg exposes 
the arbitrary nature of curatorial and institutional 
gatekeeping. If art is what an artist declares it to 
be, then the structures that traditionally define and 
validate art—museums, galleries, critics, and collec-

This conceptual move aligned with the evolving art 
movements of the 1960s, particularly conceptual 
art, which emphasized the power of ideas over ma-
terial execution. Rauschenberg’s telegram functions 
as both an artwork and a provocative statement 
about the nature of art. By simply asserting that the 
portrait exists because he claims it does, he shifts 
the definition of artistic creation from craftsman-
ship to declaration. This act raises fundamental 
questions about what constitutes an artwork and 
who has the authority to define it. Is art something 
that must be physically produced, or can it exist 
purely as an idea? The phrase “if I say so” highlights 
the role of the artist as an arbitrator of meaning. 
In traditional portraiture, the artist captures an 
individual’s likeness through their technical skills. 
However, Rauschenberg’s statement suggests that 
art does not require skill or even a tangible form to 
be valid—its legitimacy stems from the artist’s intent 
and the context in which it is presented. By doing 
this, he prefigures the ideas of conceptual artists 
like Joseph Kosuth, who argued that art is defined 
by the concept behind it rather than its execution. 
The telegram also serves as a critique of art insti-
tutions and the mechanisms that determine what 
is accepted as art. By submitting a non-traditional 
entry to the exhibition, Rauschenberg exposes 
the arbitrary nature of curatorial and institutional 
gatekeeping. If art is what an artist declares it to 
be, then the structures that traditionally define and 
validate art—museums, galleries, critics, and collec-

This conceptual move aligned with the 
evolving art movements of the 1960s, 
particularly conceptual art, which em-
phasized the power of ideas over mate-
rial execution. Rauschenberg’s telegram 
functions as both an artwork and a 
provocative statement about the nature 
of art. By simply asserting that the por-
trait exists because he claims it does, he 
shifts the definition of artistic creation 
from craftsmanship to declaration. This 
act raises fundamental questions about 
what constitutes an artwork and who has 
the authority to define it. Is art something 
that must be physically produced, or can 
it exist purely as an idea? The phrase “if 
I say so” highlights the role of the artist 
as an arbitrator of meaning. In traditio-
nal portraiture, the artist captures an 
individual’s likeness through their tech-
nical skills. However, Rauschenberg’s 
statement suggests that art does not 
require skill or even a tangible form to 
be valid—its legitimacy stems from the 
artist’s intent and the context in which it 
is presented. By doing this, he prefigures 

This conceptual move aligned with the 
evolving art movements of the 1960s, 
particularly conceptual art, which em-
phasized the power of ideas over mate-
rial execution. Rauschenberg’s telegram 
functions as both an artwork and a 
provocative statement about the nature 
of art. By simply asserting that the por-
trait exists because he claims it does, he 
shifts the definition of artistic creation 
from craftsmanship to declaration. This 
act raises fundamental questions about 
what constitutes an artwork and who has 
the authority to define it. Is art something 
that must be physically produced, or can 
it exist purely as an idea? The phrase “if 
I say so” highlights the role of the artist 
as an arbitrator of meaning. In traditio-
nal portraiture, the artist captures an 
individual’s likeness through their tech-
nical skills. However, Rauschenberg’s 
statement suggests that art does not 
require skill or even a tangible form to 
be valid—its legitimacy stems from the 
artist’s intent and the context in which it 
is presented. By doing this, he prefigures 
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This conceptual move aligned with the evolving art movements of the 
1960s, particularly conceptual art, which emphasized the power of 
ideas over material execution. Rauschenberg’s telegram functions as 
both an artwork and a provocative statement about the nature of art. 
By simply asserting that the portrait exists because he claims it does, 
he shifts the definition of artistic creation from craftsmanship to de-
claration. This act raises fundamental questions about what constitu-
tes an artwork and who has the authority to define it. Is art something 
that must be physically produced, or can it exist purely as an idea? The 
phrase “if I say so” highlights the role of the artist as an arbitrator of 
meaning. In traditional portraiture, the artist captures an individual’s 
likeness through their technical skills. However, Rauschenberg’s sta-
tement suggests that art does not require skill or even a tangible form 
to be valid—its legitimacy stems from the artist’s intent and the con-
text in which it is presented. By doing this, he prefigures the ideas of 
conceptual artists like Joseph Kosuth, who argued that art is defined 
by the concept behind it rather than its execution. The telegram also 
serves as a critique of art institutions and the mechanisms that deter-
mine what is accepted as art. By submitting a non-traditional entry to 
the exhibition, Rauschenberg exposes the arbitrary nature of curato-
This conceptual move aligned with the evolving art movements of the 
1960s, particularly conceptual art, which emphasized the power of 
ideas over material execution. Rauschenberg’s telegram functions as 
both an artwork and a provocative statement about the nature of art. 
By simply asserting that the portrait exists because he claims it does, 
he shifts the definition of artistic creation from craftsmanship to de-
claration. This act raises fundamental questions about what constitu-
tes an artwork and who has the authority to define it. Is art something 
that must be physically produced, or can it exist purely as an idea? The 
phrase “if I say so” highlights the role of the artist as an arbitrator of 
meaning. In traditional portraiture, the artist captures an individual’s 
likeness through their technical skills. However, Rauschenberg’s 
statement suggests that art does not require skill or even a tangible 
form to be valid—its legitimacy stems from the artist’s intent and the 
context in which it is presented. By doing this, he prefigures the ideas 
of conceptual artists like Joseph Kosuth, who argued that art is defi-
ned by the concept behind it rather than its execution. The telegram 
also serves as a critique of art institutions and the mechanisms that 
determine what is accepted as art. By submitting a non-traditional 
entry to the exhibition, Rauschenberg exposes the arbitrary nature of 
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Piero Manzoni’s Merda d’Artista (Artist’s Shit), 
created in 1961, is one of the most provocative and 
conceptually challenging artworks of the 20th cen-
tury. The work consists of 90 small, sealed cans, 
each allegedly containing 30 grams of the artist’s 
feces. By transforming a bodily function into a lu-
xury commodity, Manzoni questioned the nature of 
art, the role of the artist, and the commercialization 
of artistic production. Merda d’Artista stands as a 
landmark in Conceptual Art and remains a subject 
of controversy, debate, and fascination in the art 
world. Piero Manzoni was an Italian avant-garde 
artist associated with the post-war European art 
movements of the 1950s and 1960s. He was parti-
cularly linked to the Italian Arte Povera movement, 
which rejected traditional materials in favor of un-
conventional and often industrial or organic ele-
ments. He was also inspired by Dadaism, particular-
ly the work of Marcel Duchamp, whose readymades 
challenged artistic conventions. In 1961, Manzoni 
created Merda d’Artista in response to the incre-
asing commodification of art. The idea reportedly 
emerged from a conversation with his father, a 
canning manufacturer, who once remarked that his 
son’s work was essentially worthless. Taking this 
as a challenge, Manzoni decided to create a work 
that directly questioned the value attributed to art 
objects. Each of the 90 cans was labeled with text 
in multiple languages: Artist’s Shit, Merda d’Arti-
sta, Merde d’Artiste, Kunstler Scheisse. They were 
numbered and sold at the price of their equivalent 
weight in gold, drawing an explicit parallel betwe-

Piero Manzoni’s Merda d’Artista (Artist’s Shit), 
created in 1961, is one of the most provocative and 
conceptually challenging artworks of the 20th cen-
tury. The work consists of 90 small, sealed cans, 
each allegedly containing 30 grams of the artist’s 
feces. By transforming a bodily function into a lu-
xury commodity, Manzoni questioned the nature of 
art, the role of the artist, and the commercialization 
of artistic production. Merda d’Artista stands as a 
landmark in Conceptual Art and remains a subject 
of controversy, debate, and fascination in the art 
world. Piero Manzoni was an Italian avant-garde 
artist associated with the post-war European art 
movements of the 1950s and 1960s. He was parti-
cularly linked to the Italian Arte Povera movement, 
which rejected traditional materials in favor of un-
conventional and often industrial or organic ele-
ments. He was also inspired by Dadaism, particular-
ly the work of Marcel Duchamp, whose readymades 
challenged artistic conventions. In 1961, Manzoni 
created Merda d’Artista in response to the incre-
asing commodification of art. The idea reportedly 
emerged from a conversation with his father, a 
canning manufacturer, who once remarked that his 
son’s work was essentially worthless. Taking this 
as a challenge, Manzoni decided to create a work 
that directly questioned the value attributed to art 
objects. Each of the 90 cans was labeled with text 
in multiple languages: Artist’s Shit, Merda d’Arti-
sta, Merde d’Artiste, Kunstler Scheisse. They were 
numbered and sold at the price of their equivalent 
weight in gold, drawing an explicit parallel betwe-
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This conceptual move aligned with the evolving art 
movements of the 1960s, particularly conceptual 
art, which emphasized the power of ideas over 
material execution. Rauschenberg’s telegram 
functions as both an artwork and a provocative 
statement about the nature of art. By simply as-
serting that the portrait exists because he claims 
it does, he shifts the definition of artistic creation 
from craftsmanship to declaration. This act raises 
fundamental questions about what constitutes an 
artwork and who has the authority to define it. Is 
art something that must be physically produced, 
or can it exist purely as an idea? The phrase “if I 
say so” highlights the role of the artist as an arbi-
trator of meaning. In traditional portraiture, the 
artist captures an individual’s likeness through 
their technical skills. However, Rauschenberg’s 
statement suggests that art does not require skill 
or even a tangible form to be valid—its legitimacy 
stems from the artist’s intent and the context in 
which it is presented. By doing this, he prefigures 
the ideas of conceptual artists like Joseph Kosuth, 
who argued that art is defined by the concept 
behind it rather than its execution. The telegram 
also serves as a critique of art institutions and the 
mechanisms that determine what is accepted as 
art. By submitting a non-traditional entry to the 
exhibition, Rauschenberg exposes the arbitrary 
nature of curatorial and institutional gatekeeping. 
If art is what an artist declares it to be, then the 
structures that traditionally define and validate 

This conceptual move aligned with the evolving 
art movements of the 1960s, particularly con-
ceptual art, which emphasized the power of ideas 
over material execution. Rauschenberg’s telegram 
functions as both an artwork and a provocative 
statement about the nature of art. By simply as-
serting that the portrait exists because he claims 
it does, he shifts the definition of artistic creation 
from craftsmanship to declaration. This act raises 
fundamental questions about what constitutes 
an artwork and who has the authority to define it. 
Is art something that must be physically produ-
ced, or can it exist purely as an idea? The phrase 
“if I say so” highlights the role of the artist as an 
arbitrator of meaning. In traditional portraiture, 
the artist captures an individual’s likeness through 
their technical skills. However, Rauschenberg’s 
statement suggests that art does not require skill 
or even a tangible form to be valid—its legitimacy 
stems from the artist’s intent and the context in 
which it is presented. By doing this, he prefigures 
the ideas of conceptual artists like Joseph Kosuth, 
who argued that art is defined by the concept 
behind it rather than its execution. The telegram 
also serves as a critique of art institutions and the 
mechanisms that determine what is accepted as 
art. By submitting a non-traditional entry to the 
exhibition, Rauschenberg exposes the arbitrary 
nature of curatorial and institutional gatekeeping. 
If art is what an artist declares it to be, then the 
structures that traditionally define and validate 

This conceptual move aligned with the 
evolving art movements of the 1960s, 
particularly conceptual art, which em-
phasized the power of ideas over mate-
rial execution. Rauschenberg’s telegram 
functions as both an artwork and a 
provocative statement about the nature 
of art. By simply asserting that the por-
trait exists because he claims it does, 
he shifts the definition of artistic crea-
tion from craftsmanship to declaration. 
This act raises fundamental questions 
about what constitutes an artwork and 
who has the authority to define it. Is 
art something that must be physically 
produced, or can it exist purely as an 
idea? The phrase “if I say so” highlights 
the role of the artist as an arbitrator of 
meaning. In traditional portraiture, the 
artist captures an individual’s likeness 
through their technical skills. However, 
Rauschenberg’s statement suggests 
that art does not require skill or even 
a tangible form to be valid—its legiti-
macy stems from the artist’s intent and 
the context in which it is presented. By 

This conceptual move aligned with the 
evolving art movements of the 1960s, 
particularly conceptual art, which em-
phasized the power of ideas over mate-
rial execution. Rauschenberg’s telegram 
functions as both an artwork and a 
provocative statement about the nature 
of art. By simply asserting that the por-
trait exists because he claims it does, 
he shifts the definition of artistic crea-
tion from craftsmanship to declaration. 
This act raises fundamental questions 
about what constitutes an artwork and 
who has the authority to define it. Is 
art something that must be physically 
produced, or can it exist purely as an 
idea? The phrase “if I say so” highlights 
the role of the artist as an arbitrator of 
meaning. In traditional portraiture, the 
artist captures an individual’s likeness 
through their technical skills. However, 
Rauschenberg’s statement suggests 
that art does not require skill or even 
a tangible form to be valid—its legiti-
macy stems from the artist’s intent and 
the context in which it is presented. By 
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This conceptual move aligned with the evolving art movements of 
the 1960s, particularly conceptual art, which emphasized the power 
of ideas over material execution. Rauschenberg’s telegram fun-
ctions as both an artwork and a provocative statement about the 
nature of art. By simply asserting that the portrait exists because 
he claims it does, he shifts the definition of artistic creation from 
craftsmanship to declaration. This act raises fundamental questions 
about what constitutes an artwork and who has the authority to de-
fine it. Is art something that must be physically produced, or can it 
exist purely as an idea? The phrase “if I say so” highlights the role of 
the artist as an arbitrator of meaning. In traditional portraiture, the 
artist captures an individual’s likeness through their technical skil-
ls. However, Rauschenberg’s statement suggests that art does not 
require skill or even a tangible form to be valid—its legitimacy stems 
from the artist’s intent and the context in which it is presented. By 
doing this, he prefigures the ideas of conceptual artists like Jose-
ph Kosuth, who argued that art is defined by the concept behind it 
rather than its execution. The telegram also serves as a critique of 
art institutions and the mechanisms that determine what is accep-
ted as art. By submitting a non-traditional entry to the exhibition, 
This conceptual move aligned with the evolving art movements of 
the 1960s, particularly conceptual art, which emphasized the power 
of ideas over material execution. Rauschenberg’s telegram fun-
ctions as both an artwork and a provocative statement about the 
nature of art. By simply asserting that the portrait exists because 
he claims it does, he shifts the definition of artistic creation from 
craftsmanship to declaration. This act raises fundamental questions 
about what constitutes an artwork and who has the authority to 
define it. Is art something that must be physically produced, or can it 
exist purely as an idea? The phrase “if I say so” highlights the role of 
the artist as an arbitrator of meaning. In traditional portraiture, the 
artist captures an individual’s likeness through their technical skil-
ls. However, Rauschenberg’s statement suggests that art does not 
require skill or even a tangible form to be valid—its legitimacy stems 
from the artist’s intent and the context in which it is presented. By 
doing this, he prefigures the ideas of conceptual artists like Jose-
ph Kosuth, who argued that art is defined by the concept behind it 
rather than its execution. The telegram also serves as a critique of 
art institutions and the mechanisms that determine what is accep-
ted as art. By submitting a non-traditional entry to the exhibition, 
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