Quasi-Infinities

and the

Waning of Space

For many artists
the universe is
expanding; for
some it is
contracting.

By
ROBERT SMITHSON

“Without a time sense conscious-
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ROUND FOUR BLOCKS of print 1 shall postulate
A four ultramundane margins cthat shall contain in-

determinate information as well as reproduced
reproductions. The first obstacle shall be a labyrinth'!",
through which the mind will pass in an instant, thus
eliminating the spatial problem. The next encounter
is an abysmal anatomy theatre'*’. Quickly the mind will
pass over this dizzying height. Here the pages of time are
paper thin, even when it comes to a pyramid'®'. The
center of this pyramid is everywhere and nowhere. From
this center one may see the Tower of Babel''’, Kepler's
universe'”’, or a building by the architect Ledoux'®’. To
formulate a general theory of this inconceivable system
would not solve its symmetrical perplexities. Ready to
trap the mind is one of an infinite number of "cities of
the future'™.” Inutile codes™' and extravagant experi-
ments'"" adumbrate the “absolute” abstraction''"’. One
becomes aware of what T. E. Hulme called “the fringe . . .
the cold walks. .. that lead nowhere.”

In Ad Reinhardt’s "Twelve Rules for a New Academy”
we find the statement, “The present is the future of the
past, and the past of the future.” The dim surface sections
within the confines of Reinhardt's standard (60" x 60”)
“paintings” disclose faint squares of time. Time, as a color-
less intersection, is absorbed almost imperceptibly into
one’s consciousness. Each painting is at once both mem-
ory and forgetfulness, a paradox of darkening time. The

lines of his grids are barely visible; they waver between -

the future and the past.

George Kubler, like Ad Reinhardt, seems concerned
with "weak signals” from “the void.” Beginnings and
endings are projected into the present as hazy planes of
“actuality.” In The Shape of Time: Remarks on the His-
tory of Things, Kubler says, "Actuality is . . . the inter-
chronic pause when nothing is happening. It is the void
between events.” Reinhardt seems obsessed by this "void,"”
so much that he has attempted to give it a concrete
shape—a shape that evades shape. Here one finds no
allusion to "duration,” bur an interval without any sug-
gestion of "life or death.” This is a coherent portion of
a hidden infinity. The future criss-crosses the past as an
unobtainable present. Time vanishes into a perpetual
sameness.

Most notions of time (Progress, Evolution, Avant-
garde) are put in terms of biology. Analogies are drawn
between organic biology and technology; the nervous
system is extended into electronics, and the muscular
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Any art that originates with as our bodies.” (Clement
a will to “expression” is not Greenberg—adA bstract, Repre-

abstract, but representational. sentational and so  forth.)
Space is representated. Critics Here Greenberg equates
who interpret art in terms of “space” with “our bodies”
space see the history of art and interprets this reduction
as a reduction of three di- as abstract. This anthropo-
mensional illusionistic space morphizing of space is aes-

1o “the same order of space thetically a “pathetic fallacy™
and is in no way abstract.

iAlthough inanimate things re- ; 12 Plate probably drawn for 4 z
o 05’ most tangible evidence Spigelius (1627) 13 Willem deKooning
that the old human past really
existed, the conventional meta-
used to describe this visible A i . :
are mainly biological.” George system is extended into mechanics. The workings of
Kuhl:_r.a "{—‘:Ef Sﬁ}fgg r:_’fﬂ;”;}ﬁ_;g"}"‘ biology and technolog):’ belong not in the domain of art,
! : but to the “useful” time of organic (active) duration,
which is unconscious and mortal. Art mirrors the "actual-
ity” that Kubler and Reinhardt are exploring. Whar is
actual is apart from the continuous “actions” between
birth and death. Action is not the motive of a Reinhardt
painting. Whenever "action” does persist, it is unavail-
able or useless, In art, action is always becoming inertia,
but this inertia has no ground to settle on except the
mind, which is as empty as actual time.

nowhere y . ) : :
THE ANATOMY OF EXPRESSIONISM''
’ . i 14 Jackson Pollack
™ The study of anatomy since the Renaissance lead to a
notion of art in terms of biology''?'. Although anatomy is
? rarely taught in our art schools, the metaphors of ana-
nowhere. tomical and biological science linger in the minds of IS The biological metaphor is
. some of our most abstract artists. In the paintings of at the bottom of all “for-
both Willem deKooning'®' and Jackson Pollack''"’, one malist™  criticism.  There is
4 4 G (15} nothing abstract about  de-
may find traces of the biological metaphor'®, or what Kooning or Pollack. To
! Lawrence Alloway called “biomorphism''*.”" In archi- locate them in a formalist
' tecture, most notably in the theories of Frank Lloyd ﬁ’i‘l:ﬂm_l”h:;%l’lgn “a “n:'l‘\'::i
Wright, the biological metaphor prevails''”, Wright's derstanding of metaphor—
) idea of “the organic” had a powerful influence on both namely, the ) bioiogjc’ﬂ ex-
; architects and artists. This in turn produced a nostalgia tended, jtog the; spatial,
the pleasure for the rural or rustic community or tl‘{e pastoral setting,
and as a result brought into aesthetics an anti-urban
nowhere.

g attitude. Wright's view of the city as a “cancer” or "a
let him go to sleep

social disease” persists today in the minds of some of 16 At ’;"!’O‘::r’gr ’jﬁg‘eﬁﬁff."%s'
w the most “formal” artists and critics. Abstract expression- 5 A ¢
Iohn Cage. Sifence. ism revealed this visceral condition, without any aware-
Cambridge: M.LT. Press ness of the role of the biological metaphor. Art is still

for the most part thought to be “creative” or in Alloway’s

ot . ; 7 i 17 A. The Guggenheim Museum
words “phases of seeding, sprouting, growing, loving,

is perhaps Wright's most

fighting, decaying, rebirth.” The science of biology in ]‘;is.l‘a?”l. achievement. Il\u

. s il : " uilding is more organic than
this case, becomes "biological I]:ll'_‘tan,. and the prol:!ler'n this inverse digestive tract.
of anatomy dissolves into an "organic mass.” If this is The ambulatories are meta-
so, then abstract-expressionism was a disintegration of phorically intestines. It is @

uﬁ : s " i concrete stomach.
gure painting” or a decomposition of anthropomor-

phism. Impressionistic modes of art also suffer from this
biological syndrome.

(Dr. J. Bronowski among others Kubler suggests that metaphors drawn from physical

hl!_ pointed out that mathematics,

Which most of us see as the most science rather than biological science would be more
thl.mt of all sciences, constitutes suitable for describing the condition of art. Biological
inost colossal metaphor im- science has since the nineteenth century infused in most
able, and must be judged, : - : e :
hetically as well as intellectu- people’s minds an unconscious faith in “creative evolu-
M{‘ in terms of the success of
metaphor.” Norbert Wiener,

¢ Human Use of Human Be-
ings

B. Guggenheim Museum



The truncated ideas in Nova
Express  (Evergreen Black
Cat Book BC-102) disclose
in part the “heat-death” of
the biological metaphor, “The
Insect Brain of Minraud en-
closed in a crystal , . ." M. L.
von Franz in Time and Syn-
chronicity in  Analytic Psy-
chology  states, “Physicists
studying cybernetics have ob-
served that what we call
consciousness seems to con-

“In principle, nothingness remains

inaccessible
Heidegger, An

to  science.” Martin
Introduction  to

Metaphysics

“The wunity of Nature is an
extremely artificial and fragile
hridge, a pgarden net.” T. E.

Hulme, Cinders

“It came to him with a great
shock that not one of the robots
had ever seen a living thing. Not
a bug, a worm, a leaf. They did
not know what flesh was. Only
the doctors knew that, and none
of them could readily understand

what  was

meant by the words

‘organic matter’.” Michael Shaara,
Crphans of the Void
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A, For  further edification
concerning  obelisks  see A
Short Hisvory of the Egvptian
Obelisk by W. R. Cooper,
London: Samuel Bagster and
Sons, 1877, “The first men-
tion of the obelisk, or Tek-
hen.  occurs  in connection
with the pyramid: and both
are alike designated sacred
monuments on the funereal
stele of the early empire, and
also were undeniably devoted
to the worship of the sunm:
occasionally the abelisk was
represented as surmounting a
pyramid, a position which i
has never actually been found
to occupy.”

sist of an intra-psychic flux
or train of ideas, which flows
‘parallel to' (or is even pos-

‘arrow’ of time. While M. S.
Watanabe
gues that this sense of time
is a fact sui generis, others
like Grunbaum tend to be-

The Voices of Time (p. 218),
edited by J. T. Fraser, New
York: George Braziller, 1966,

explicable by) the

convincingly  ar-

that entropy is the
of time in man.” Sz2

19  Alberto Giacometti, The Pal-
ace at Four A.M. (1932-33)

tion.” An intelligible dissatisfaction with this faith is very
much in evidence in the work of certain artists.

THE VANISHING ORGANISM

The biological metaphor has its origin in the temporal
order, yet certain artists have “detemporalized” certain
organic properties, and transformed them into solid ob-
jects that contain “ideas of time.” This attitude toward
art is more "Egyptian” than "Greek,” static rather than
dynamic. Or it is what William S. Burroughs calls “The
Thermodynamic Pain and Energy Bank™''*'—a condition
of time that originates inside isolated objects rather than
outside. Artists as different as Alberto Giacometti and
Ruth Vollmer to Eva Hesse and Lucas Samaras disclose
this tendency.

Giacometti's early work, The Palace at Four A.M."'?,
enigmatically and explicitly is about time. But, one could
hardly say that this “time-structure” reveals any sugges-
tion of organic vitality. Its balance is fragile and precari-
ous, and drained of all notions of energy, yet it has a
primordial grandeur'®"'. It takes one's mind to the very
origins of time—to the fundamental memory. Giaco-
metti's art and thought conveys an entropic view of the
world, “It’s hard for me to shut up,” says Giacometti to
James Lord. "It's the delirium that comes from the im-
possibility of really accomplishing anything'*!.”

There are parallels in the art of Ruth Vollmer to
that of Giacometti. For instance, she made small skeletal
geometric structures before she started making her bronze
“spheres,” and like Giacomerti she considers those early
works "dead-ends.” But there is no denying that these
works are in the same class with Giacometti, for they
evoke both the presence and absence of time. Her
Obelisk™ is similar in mood to The Palace at Four A.M.
One thinks of Pascal’s "fearful sphere” lost in an Egyptian
past, or in the words of Plotinus the Stoa, “shadows in a
shadow'®".”" Matter in this Obelisk '**' opposes and fore-
closes all activity—its future is missing,.

The art of Eva Hesse is vertiginous and wonderfully
dismal'®®', Trellises are mummified, nets contain desic-
cated lumps, wires extend from tightly wrapped frame-
works, a cosmic dereliction is the general effect. Coils go
on and on; some are cracked open, only to reveal an
empty center, Such “things” seem destined for a funerary
chamber that excludes all mention of the living and the
dead. Her art brings to mind the obsessions of the pha-

B.
Cleopaira’s Needle by Charles
Anson D. F.

Obelisk

covered with “pure pold” . . .

The New York Ohelish— C. Cleopatra’s Needles  and
Other Egyptian Obelisks by
Sir E. A. Wallis Budge, Lon-

don: The Religions Tract So-

New York:
Randolph and

Maoldenke,

Co.. 1891, “We know of the ciety, 1926, Regarding obe-
of Karnak, erected lisks in Rome: “The brass

Queen Hatasu, that the globe which had been fixed
apex of its pyramidion was on the top of the obelisk

when Caligula set it up was
removed: it was  empty,
though many believed that it
would be found to contain
valuable objects.”

21 A

23 Quoted from

20 The following is part of ,

manuscript that describes Ty,
Palace at Four AM. Tt yy
dictated by Giacomeni
André Breton for publicatioy
in the magazine Minotay,
(No. 3-4, 1933, p. 42) ap
later translated by Ruth Vg
mer into English (see (he
magazine Trrm.\_l‘m'n.‘trrun,
published by  Wittenborn),
“This object has taken forg
little by little: by the end gf
summer 1932 it clarified
slowly for me, the variow
parts taking their exact forp
and their particular place i
the ensemble. Come autump
it had attained such realiy
that its execulion in spac
did not take more than one
day.” He also goes an g
say, “. ., the days and nighs
had the same color, as i
everything happened just he
fore davbreak. . . "

Giacometti  Portrait,
Museum of Modern Art

The

22 Ruth Vollmer, €helisk ( 1962)

Enneads, m
Concepts of Mass in Classical
and Modern  Physics  (Har
per Torch Book TRS71) by
Max Jammer, page 31, On
the same page Jammer goes
on to say, “Proclus, the other
great exponent of Neopls
tonism in the FEast, accepts
Plotinus’ doctrine, but  with
one important modification:
the passivity or inertia of
matter follows from s eX-
tension.” The decline of 1he
categories of “painting” and
“sculpture” seem 1o be the
result of this problem of spa
tial extension from maner
Space becomes an illusion on
matter.

D. Salambo by Gustave Flau-

bert,

Book,
lisks in Byrsa: “. . .

a Berkeley Medallion
1966. Regarding obe-
abelisks

poised on their points like
inverted torches.”
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25 A, Eva Hesse, Loakoon, 1965

“The individual is the .seat of a
constant process of decantation,
decantation from the vessel con-
taining the fluid of future time,
slugﬁlsh. pale and monochrome,
1o the vessel containing the fluid
of past time, agitated and multi-
colored by the phenomena of its
hours.” Samuel Beckett, Proust

30 A. Don Judd has been inter-
ested in “progres ions” and
“regressions” as “solid ab-
jects.” He has based certain
works on “inverse natural
numbers.” Some of these may
be found in Summation of
Series by L. B. W. Jolley,
@ Dover paperback.

C. In her Loakoon based on
the sculpture by Pergamen?
second century B.C. we dis-
cover an absence of “pathos™
and a deliberate avoidance
of the anthropomorphic. In-
stead one is aware only of

lattice with cloth  bound
joints. Everything “classical”
and “romantic” is mitigated
and underminded. The ba-
roque aesthetic of the original
Loakoon — with its flowing
lines—soft and fluid—is trans-

the vestigital and devitalized
“snakes" looping through a

. Pergamen? Loakoon

formed
tower that goes nowhere.

rachs, but in this case the anthropomorphic measure is
absent. Nothing is incarnated into nothing. Human decay
is nowhere in evidence.

The isolated systems Samaras'*® has devised irradiate
a malignant splendor. Clusters of pins cover vile organs
of an untraceable origin. His objects are infused with
menace and melancholy. A lingering Narcissism'*"’ may be
found in some of his “treasures.” He has made “models”
of tombs and monuments that combine the "times” of
ancient Egypt with the most disposable futures of science
fiction,'**’

TIME AND HISTORY AS OBJECTS

At the turn of the century a group of colorful French
artists banded together in order to get the jump on the
bourgeois notion of progress. This bohemian brand of
progress gradually developed into what is sometimes
called the avant-garde. Both these notions of duration
are no longer absolute modes of “time” for artists. The
avant-garde, like progress, is based on an ideological con-
sciousness of time. Time as ideology has produced many
uncertain “art histories” with the help of the mass-media.
Art histories may be measured in time by books (years),
by magazines (months), by newspapers (weeks and days),
by radio and TV (days and hours). And at the gallery
proper—instants! Time is brought to a condition that
breaks down into “abstract-objects'®"".” The isolated time
of the avant-garde has produced its own unavailable his-
tory or entropy.

Consider the avant-garde as Achilles and progress as
the Tortoise in a race that would follow Zeno's second
paradox of “infinite regress'™.” This non-Aristotelian
logic defies the formal deductive system and says that
“"movement is impossible.” Let us paraphrase Jorge Luis
Borges' description of that paradox. (See Avatars of the
Tortoise): The avant-garde goes ten times faster than
progress, and gives progress a headstarc of ten meters.
The avant-garde goes those ten meters, progress one; the
avant-garde completes that meter, progress goes a deci-
meter; the avant-garde goes that decimeter, progress goes
a centimeter; the avant-garde goes that centimeter, prog-
ress, a millimeter; the avant-garde, the millimeter, prog-
ress a tenth of a millimeter; and so on to infinity withour
progress ever being overtaken by the avant-garde. The
problem may be reduced to this series:

10414110+ 1 100+ 1 1000 <+ 1 10,000 -

into a dry. skeletal

29

Lucas Samaras, L ntitled, 1963

Self - love, self - ohservation,
self-examination, and  self-
awareness result in an  iso-
lated mind. This kind of mind
would tend to produce a fic-
titious  “realitn”  detached
from organic nature. Mon-
sieur Teste by Paul Valery is
perhaps the greatest eluciti-
tion of Narcssism.  “He
watches himself. he maneu-
vers, he is unwilling o be
maneuvered. He knows only
two  values, two  categories,
those of consciousness  re-
duced 1o its acts: the possible
and the impossible. In this
strange head, where philoso-
phy has little credit, where
language is always on trial,
there is scarcely a  thought
that is not accompanied by the
feeling that it is tentative. . . ."

In 13 French Science-Fiction
Srories  edited by Damuon
Knight (Bantam paperback
(F2817) is a story by Charles
Henneberg  called  Maoon-
fishers. “The Interplane e
were landing in these sands.
They were of many kinds.
Much later, the Pharaoh
Psammetichus 11 noted:
“They fell from the sky like
the fruits of a fig-tree that is
shaken:; they were the color
of copper and sulphur. and
some had eyes.””

The following book  eluci-
dates this ide Abstroction
and  Empathty by Wilhelm
Worringer, London: Routledge
and Kegan Paul Lud. 1953;
wranslated from the German
Abstraksion wnd  Einfulilung,
1908. “In so far, therefore,
as a sensuous object is still
dependent upon space, il is
unable 10 appear to us in its
closed material individuality.”
And “Space is therefore the
major enemy of all striving
after abstraction. . . .7

B. Don Judd, Untitled, 1963



