


























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































SOL LEWITT'S BOOKS: COMPLETE & INCOMPLETE

prefiguring [Drawing Serzes I, II, I11, IIIT A é5° B (1970)] to be
published later in 1974. In addition, when a volume of his
friend Lucy Lippard’s writings, Changing: Essays in Art Criticism,
was published in 1971, the cover bore this essential tetrad,
the same four squares in one.!! Incidentally, this last volume
includes Lippard’s 1967 essay on LeWitt in which she states
that, ‘the two ideas that have ... occupied Sol LeWitt over
the last four years are enclosure, or containment, and the
paradoxical relationship between the visual (or perceptual)
and the conceptual emphases in making art’.12

The first page of Four Basic Kinds of Straight Lines after
the cover reveals a grid of 16 squares, and functions rather
like a contents page. Fifteen of the squares declare the
elements of the work: the four basic kinds of lines, the six
combinations of two kinds of line, the four combinations of
three lines, and the single square with all four lines. The 16%
square contains the title of the work. This is comparable to
a magician showing their audience that they have nothing up
their sleeve before they begin their act. In LeWitt’s case
he proceeds from this introductory page to show us exactly
what was prefigured on the contents page, except that each
of the 15 components is now blown up and bled off, one to
a page. But while there is, therefore, no surprise, there is
magic. This magic lies in the completeness of the scenario,
its simplicity and clarity, its capacity for exact re-enactment,
the beauty of its design and execution, and the perfect
physical qualities of the book. Once experienced, the struc-
ture of the work repeats exactly: its simple evolving narrative
might even be replayed in the mind, like a tune. In 1967
Lucy Lippard used the word ‘containment’ to describe one
of LeWitt’s preoccupations; she also referred to ‘enclosure’,
which is exactly what Munari said about ‘the square’ itself
in his little square book. In parallel with his evolving series
of books, Sol LeWitt’s free-standing cubic structures were,
of course, proliferating in the 1960s, and were particularly
numerous in the 1970s, and while they, too, conspicuously
possess these qualities of ‘containment’ and ‘enclosure’,
the same two words can also be applied to the structure of
Four Basic Kinds of Straight Lines. This book, like much of
LeWitt’s art, has a stability, also a rightness. Nothing can
be, or needs to be, taken away; it is a clear and beautiful
expression of his idea.
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I mentioned that the physical qualities of the book
were ‘perfect’. The size of each page, the length of the book,
its unpretentious and pragmatic binding, the single fascicule,
the quality and colour of the paper of the cover and of the
contents, the proportions of the layout, the bleeding of the
majority of the pages, and the quality of the drawing, all add
up to an exemplary work. The tetradic drawing presented
on the cover is immensely satisfying in its inevitability, the
weight of its constituent lines, their frequency, the tone that
they collectively convey, and in the space that they occupy
as a four-part figure. The texture of the drawing, especially
the fields of criss-crossing lines in the interior of the book,
reminds me of engravings.

The engraver that I am most aware of is the artist
William Hogarth, a painter who, like Sol LeWitt, had ambi-
tions to disseminate his work widely, though, in his case,
not by means of inexpensive booklets, but by means of
multiple engraved copies of his paintings. If one looks at
details of Hogarth’s prints, particularly his renderings of
architectural details such as windows, doors, columns, steps
and fagades, one observes a regularity of line, shading and
hatching, which, when isolated, resembles the transparent
abstractions of LeWitt. I am sure that there are many other
examples of engravers and engravings that one could employ
in this context, and given that LeWitt once worked as an
architectural draughtsman, one might also mention archi-
tectural engravings, but I am encouraged in citing Hogarth
by one small fact. If one peers into a corner of one of the
pages of Sol LeWitt’s Autobiography, one sees the image
of one of the two prints that Hogarth published in 1753 to
accompany his own ‘artist’s book’, The Analysis of Beauty,
with its various techniques of engraving. 13

Turning back to Four Basic Kinds of Straight Lines, one
can take from its reproductions of Sol LeWitt’s original
drawings echoes of the sharpness of detail evident in the
long tradition of engraving. Sol LeWitt’s line has a bite, and
while his draughtsmanship is amazingly regular, there are a
multitude of inadvertent irregularities in the constituent
lines that contribute collectively to the impact and solidity
of each image or page. These irregularities may be partly due
to the process of photographing LeWitt’s original drawings,
but are more likely to be due to the fluctuating pressure of
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graphite (?) on paper. They are certainly not due to a lack of
skill, which may be confirmed by the efforts of schoolboys,
decades ago, engaged in what the then English education
system labelled ‘ruler drawing’.

In 1971, two years after the publication of Four Basic
Kinds of Straight Lines, the Lisson Gallery in London published
Four Basic Colours and their Combinations. This was LeWitt’s
first book to employ colour printing, and while it is virtually
the same as the earlier monochrome book published by Studio
International, it effectively colour codes the four original
modes of shading. Unfortunately it was poorly produced in
that it was crudely stapled through the side. This fact may
have contributed to LeWitt’s decision to publish a combined
version of these two books Four Basic Kinds of Lines & Color,
a few years later in 1977. Whereas the first of these three books
had all the black and white images printed on the right side
of each opening, this third book placed these black and white
images on the left with their coloured equivalents on the right.
The textures of the full-page bleeds are beguiling, with the
minute irregularities of the straight lines intermingling with
their contraries to produce a subtle incidental, moiré effect.

Sol LeWitt went on to make several more books using
a vocabulary of lines with colour, including Lines é° Color of
1975, Color Grids of 1977, and especially Lines in Two Directions
and in Five Colors With all their Combinations, published by the
Walker Art Center in 1988, which amounts to LeWitt’s own
‘homage to the square’ (though coming from a different
direction from the ‘Homage’ of Josef Albers).

By 1974, when Sol LeWitt published /Drawing Series
L II, II1, IIIT A & B] [1968], deriving from his contribution
to “The Xerox Book’ of 1968, the landscape of artist books
had already been consolidated. The pioneer of the genre,
Ed Ruscha, had effectively concluded his series of books, his
15t and penultimate book, Colored People, having been pub-
lished in 1972. (He was to publish only one more book in
this vein, Hard Light, co-authored with Lawrence Weiner in
1978.)1 Sol LeWitt acknowledged the role of Ed Ruscha
in spearheading the expansion of books as artworks; indeed
he said specifically that ‘the importance of Ed Ruscha in
this cannot be ignored’.15

(At this point, I would like to draw your attention to
the very first appearance of Sol LeWitt’s ‘Paragraphs on
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Conceptual Art’ in the pages of Artforum in 1967, since here
it is illustrated with photographs of artworks. The list of
artists assembled to complement LeWitt’s ideas includes
one or two surprises. They are: Jo Baer, Dan Graham, Ruth
Vollmer, Don Judd, Robert Morris (twice), Robert Smithson,
Dan Flavin, Carl Andre, Mel Bochner, Sol himself, Eva Hesse,
Paul Morgensen, Jane Klein, and last, but not least, Ed
Ruscha! LeWitt chose Ruscha’s Every Building On The Sunset
Strip to conclude his text on ‘conceptual art’!)16

But Sol LeWitt built and expanded upon the example
of Ruscha, and through his productivity, networking, commit-
ment and quiet forcefulness promoted the book as a means
of creation and dissemination to other artists, especially in
New York and the USA, but also in Europe and elsewhere.
Furthermore, as is well known, in 1976 Sol LeWitt joined up
with Lucy Lippard to establish a specialised bookstore and
book distributor in Manhattan, solely for artists’ publications.
I mean, of course, Printed Matter Inc., which has prospered
for over 30 years. Lawrence Weiner, whose productivity
in the publication of artist’s books rivals Sol LeWitt’s, also
contributed to the field but in another direction through
his work with Franklin Furnace Archive, another agency for
artists’ books, also founded in 1976 in Manhattan but by
Martha Wilson. Franklin Furnace, as is well known, set about
collecting, archiving and exhibiting these publications.

In 1977 Sol LeWitt marked a decade of book making
by beginning to utilise sequences of photographs in his
books, in, for example, Brick Wall and PhotoGrids. The photo
sequences in these books are basically open series; the
inclusion of particular photographs, particularly in PhotoGrids,
seems almost arbitrary. This is in marked contrast to those
of his earlier books that embodied sequences, since most
of these were complete, closed series. In his earliest books
Sol LeWitt generally explored an idea to its logical conclusion,
along the lines of his well-known 1967 statement in ‘Paragraphs
on Conceptual Art’ that “The idea becomes a machine that
makes the art.’7 It would seem that a decade after this
declaration, and a decade after his first book Serial Project #1
1966 of 1967, Sol LeWitt was ready to pay more attention
to subjectivity. (He had, of course, also said in 1967 that
“To work with a plan that is pre-set is one way of avoiding
subjectivity.’)!8
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In 1977, at the end of this first decade of publishing,
Sol LeWitt was engaged in planning his mid-career retro-
spective exhibition at The Museum of Modern Art in New
York that opened early in 1978; he was also designing the
catalogue. It seems reasonable, therefore, to conclude that,
for him, it marked a period of taking stock of his achieve-
ments. What is more, his life was also changing. He had met
Carol Androccio ‘in 1975, just after he bought a house in
Spoleto, a town about 80 miles north of Rome’. Furthermore,
‘Sol and Carol moved to Spoleto in 1980 and married in
1982.19 By 1985 they had two daughters, Sofia and Eva.

Looking back much later, in 2003, Sol LeWitt said:

‘I reached a point in the evolution of my work at which

the ideology and ideas became inhibiting. I felt that I had
become a prisoner of my own pronouncements or ideas ...
At that point I had moved to Italy. 20 These remarks actually
compress a few years, but the fact that Sol LeWitt acknowl-
edged a change in his attitude to making art at the end of
the 1970s is paralleled by a change in his way of making books.
It is possible to say that around this time, beginning with the
photographic books, LeWitt forsook completeness in the
narratives of his books, and began to accept incompleteness.
The later books are not often as self-contained as the early
ones in that the structures that previously underpinned
them are frequently absent. There is a randomness about

his photographic books, in that they tend to become just
thematic collections of images, almost sourcebooks, whether
for grids, chickens, sunrises and sunsets, or urban and rural
panoramas. In a way, they echo the role of Bruno Munari’s
Discovery of the Square and Discovery of the Circle; they are catch-
alls for designated phenomena.

Returning to the Brick Wall of 1977, this does have a
coherence, but the coherence is due simply to the repetition
of the image, albeit subject to the randomness of sunshine
and cloud, morning and evening. PhotoGrids, also of 1977, is,
however, just a family of images. An uninformed viewer might
have thought that Sol LeWitt was just a graphic designer
who had set out to package a theme, and with the help of his
distributor, in this instance Rizzoli, disperse it to countless
coffee tables. But in 1980 Sol LeWitt published his third
discursive photographic book, Autobiography. This is not just
a semi-arbitrary collection of images, but may be taken to
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represent another aspect of LeWitt’s taking stock of his life
and his work in the period leading up to 1980 and the move to
Spoleto, further to his preparations for his 1978 retrospective.

Autobiography gives the impression that the camera
that created the images might actually belong to an alien or
a robot nosing around in Sol LeWitt’s environment and
examining and reporting almost indiscriminately on just
about everything visible from its point of view. Autobiography
differs from most of LeWitt’s other photographic books
because it implies a kind of invisible connective tissue that
binds the images together into a whole. It might be said to
have achieved a kind of complete incompleteness that
amounts to an oblique autobiographical record of his life
on the cusp of change. And it was this book, among other
works, that prompted Rosalind Krauss to characterise some
of ‘the matter in his work of the objective pole being flooded
by a sense of its subjective opposite’.?!

Sol LeWitt’s book making falls off towards the end of
his life. If we take the current 2009 catalogue Sol LeWiit:
Artist’s Books, already mentioned, as a complete list, 76 of his
publications are included (though admittedly some of these,
like the Art & Project Bulletins, are not books). Simple arithme-
tic reveals that over half of all LeWitt’s publications, namely
39 of them, were published in a single decade, between 1967
and 1976, which was the first of four decades of production.
In his last decade only three books were produced. There
must be many reasons for this decline, some purely pragmatic.
For example, Sol LeWitt’s reputation had soared, and he
was receiving more and more commissions for wall drawings
and structures from all over the world, and more and more
requests for exhibitions; in addition he now had a family.

I have linked this decline in his output of books to his
abandonment of the development of finite series, and the
introduction of his photographic books, but perhaps we can
also recognise that in his work, as in his life, he gradually
relinquished the two characteristics of his early work that
Lucy Lippard identified — enclosure and containment —
and as Rosalind Krauss observed, moved from the objective
to the subjective.

Sol LeWitt did not completely abandon his earlier
preoccupation with finite series and with variations: his later
books (not to mention his structures), such as Geometric
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Figures & Color (1979), Lines in Two Directions and in Five Colors
with all their Combinations (1988) and Cube of 1990, all carry
forward his early achievements in a relaxed and full-bodied
way. But these books, and a few others, are paralleled by
others that straddle order and randomness, such as Lines ¢
Formes (1989), Black Gouaches (1992) and Flat ¢5° Glossy Black

of 1998.

Given the loss of logical structures in his books, and
the increase in his photographic image anthologies, Sol LeWitt
would seem to have veered from making bookworks to
simply designing books of reproductions, as with PhotoGrids
in one direction, and the 1996 100 Cubes in another. Perhaps
Sol LeWitt understood this and realised that he had less use
for book structures at this stage in his evolution. But while
we might regret this loss of artist’s book ideas, his other
work was massively expanded, and blossomed incredibly. His
late wall drawings and murals and his polychrome structures
are astonishing, joyful and celebratory. Books seem simply
to have taken a back seat to them. While he was discovering
his potential in the 1960s and 1970s and slowly unfolding
his ideas of series and completeness, his works on paper and
his books helped him to articulate ideas that also became
possibilities for both wall drawings and structures. With the
discovery of full-blooded colour, and perhaps the art and
climate of Italy, as well as a different way of life, Sol LeWitt
no longer needed to observe closed orders, but could
embrace subjectivity, openness, incompleteness — and the
uncategoriseable.
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