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We also include, with some corrections, the Biographical Note from the
first edition, which was a collaborative effort by Nancy Holt, Philip Leider,
and Sol Le Witt, and which conveys the personal warnith and sense of loss felt
by those close to Smithson in the years immediately following his untimely
death. A detailed chronology, which includes exhibitions, may be found in
Robert Hobbs’s Robert Smithson: Sculpture (Ithaca and London: Cornell Uni-
versity Press, 1981).

The general layout of this edition is nieant to reflect the spirit of Sol LeWitt’s
design for the first edition. As in the first edition, those articles that were orig-
mally laid out by Robert Smithson have ecither been reproduced exactly as
they first appeared or have been followed as closely as the present format
allows. These include “The X Factor in Art,” “The Domain of the Great Bear,”
“Quasi-Infinities and the Waning of Space,” “Ultramoderne,” and “*Strata: A
Geophotographic Fiction.”

In the presentation of Smithson’s texts, we have decided to intrude as little
as possible with editorial material, so as to let them speak for themselves. Peo-
ple who figure prominently in the texts, along with the names of interviewers,
collaborators, and writers of pieces within Smithson’s texts, are identified in a
brief Glossary of Names at the end of the book. Certain inconsistencies of
spelling have been left as they were in the originals; these include “esthetics,”
the spelling Smithson generally preferred, but which is sometimes spelled “*aes-
thetics,” and the variants of Non-Site (also given as “Nonsite,” “non-site,” and
“nonsite”).

Our bibliography is limited to a chronological account of Smithson’s pub-
lished writings. An extensive bibliography of publications about Smithson
during his lifetime, compiled by Peter Chametzky, can be found in Hobbs’s
Robert Smithson: Sculpture. An interesting discussion of Smithson’s writings,
with particular attention to his interest 1n science fiction, is given in Robert A.
Sobieszek’s catalogue, Robert Smithson: Photo Works (Los Angeles County Mu-
seum of Art and University of New Mexico Press, 1993). A useful overview of
writings about Smithson, along with many insights into his works, may be
found in Gary Shapiro’s comprehensive and thoughtful book Earthwards:
Robert Smithson and Art after Babel (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: Univer-
sity of California Press, 1995). A number of texts by Smithson have been trans-
lated into foreign languages. Substantial selections are included in recent Ger-
man, Spanish, and French catalogues: Robert Smithson: Zeichnungen aus dem
Nachlass /Drawings from the Estate (Miinster: Westfalisches Landesmuseum fur
Kunst und Kulturgeschichte, 1989); Robert Swiithson: El Paisaje Entripico (Valen-
cia: IVAM Centro Julio Gonzalez, 1993); Robert Smithson, Une retrospective:
Le paysage entropique 1960—1973 (Marseille: Musées de Marseille-R éunion des
Musées Nationaux, 1994).

Nancy Holt played an important role in every phase of compiling this edi-
tion, of which she has in effect been the co-editor. She has participated in









felt but derivative, with strong echoes of T. S. Eliot, and it was only around 1965
that he began to emerge as a writer with an original voice.

[t seems more than merely fortuitous that Smithson’s first mature writings
coincided with his interest in the work of the Argentinean writer Jorge Luis
Borges, whom he became interested in around the same time that writing be-
came one of his main endeavors. Specific elements of Borges’s writing style
sometimes reverberate in Smithson’s prose, especially in his use of compressed
hyperbole, as in his characterization of a proposed air terminal: “This inscrutable
terminal exceeds and rejects all termination.”? But more important, Smithson
seemis to have got from Borges a heightened sense of the ways in which direct
and highly concentrated writing could reach out and suggest the broadest ab-
stractions without losing a sense of the specific. In Borges’s story “Funes the
Memorious,” for example, Ireneo Funes develops total recall as the result of a
riding accident. He is able to remember “not only every leaf of every tree of
every wood, but also every one of the times he had perceived or imagined it.”
‘With his infinitely compounded capacity for recollection, in which memory
reflects itself endlessly within itself, like the infinite reflections of facing mir-
rors, Funes both suggests and ultimately denies the possibility of gathering the
totality of all time and all memory in a single place or person. And he does so
not merely as an abstract proposition, but as a specific embodiment within a sin-
gle mortal being, thus revealing rather than expounding to the reader a complex
network of meditations on the nature of time and happening.

A similar desire to fuse the abstract and the specific, and a similar passion for
intensely distilled philosophical rumination, informs much of Smithson’s work.
What also seems to have appealed to Smithson in this and other of Borges’s
stories was an element that he also intuited in “bastard” literary genres and
“mixed” cultural sites, such as science fiction writing and the American Mu-
seum of Natural History: unusual combinations of the imaginary and the real
that seemed to evoke the vastness of time itself. “Many architectural concepts
found in science fiction have nothing to do with science or fiction,” he de-
clares in “Entropy and the New Monuments” (1966), in which he sets forth a
new model for the function of time in art. Here he invokes what he character-
izes as a “sense of extreme past and future,” which he sees as having “its partial

1

origin with the Museum of Natural History,” where the “ ‘cave-man’ and the

‘space-man’ may be seen under one roof. In this museum all ‘nature’ is stuffed

333

and interchangeable”3 One of Smithson’s main ambitions seems to have been
to create works which (not unlike the Museum of Natural History) are not
“natural” but which nonetheless aspire to engage and reveal, even if they can-
not contain, the whole of nature and the distant extrenies of time.

Smithson disregarded reigning orthodoxies about the “purity” of art. He
mixed things up in an exciting and iconoclastic way—cramming together
fragments of texts and images drawn from diverse and divergent sources—

philosophy, literature, natural history, and popular culture. He shunned a priori
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limits. Just as his pictorial art could include words, so his texts are not merely
linear but often include varied pictorial images, cartouches, sidebars, and other
kinds of encapsulated fragments. This allows him to give a special kind of accent
to apparently random perceptions, which would not easily find a place within
an expository text, but which can create flashes of illumination when properly
placed or glanced at. In his writings, Smithson is a master of the glance—of
the obliquely placed perception that sometimes allows the sublime and the
bathetic to be encompassed in a single phrase. One characteristically rich ex-
ample of this is found in “The Domain of the Great Bear” (1966), in which
various kinds of information are presented as part of a complex network of
different narrations that sometimes coalesce into specific ideas but that are also
left open and suggestive. Sometimes they are set forth with a sly irony that is at
once humorous and profound, as in the glancing mention, without further

verbal commentary, of the sign above the staircase at the Hayden Planetarium:

SOLAR SYSTEM
U
& REST ROOMS

The use of the little box with the sign for the hand here becomes at once a
simulacrum for the original sign and—in its very incongruousness—a kind of
conunentary on it. Its effectiveness resides precisely in the way that it plays
with the relative physical positions of words and images. Here, as elsewhere,
Smithson’s playfulness and humor grow out of the way the self sees itself slam-
ming up against randon1 experiences, creating a goofy, almost slapstick quality
that is at once both funny and dead serious—at once obvious and full of subtle
overtones. Significantly, one of Smithson’s most thoughtful statements about the
nature of language, “Language to be Looked at and/or Things to be Read,” is
presented in the forn1 of a press release and signed “Eaton Corrasable”

In a way, Smithson saw and treated the world as an enormous text, reminiscent
of the library in Borges’s “Library of Babel,” which is synonymous with the
universe itself, “composed of an indefinite and perhaps an infinite number of
hexagonal galleries”—which seem to prefigure the crystalline structures that
Smithson himself favored. Borges’s library, moreover, is defined as “a sphere
whose exact center Is any one of its hexagons and whose circumference is inaccessible)”
recalling Sinithson’s favorite quote from Pascal, that “Nature is an infinite sphere
whose center is everywhere and whose circumference is nowhere.” Signifi-
cantly, in a 1968 citation of Pascal’s statement, Smithson added “or language be-
comes an infinite muscum whose center is everywhere and whose limits are nowhere”

Indeed, Smithson treated written texts as if they too—like his plastic
works—were made of solid materials; as if words were not only abstract signs
for things and concepts, but also a form of matter. Asked in 1972 whether his
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tween the site and the Non-Site is so important to him. The site represents the

world itself, the unedited text with all of its complexities and possibilities, vast
and remote—evocative but without logos. The Non-Site represents the fo-
cused articulation of part of the site which to some degree comes to stand for
the site itself; but which like all metynomic tropes takes on a life of its own
and becomes a form of speech: “It is by three dimensional metaphor that one
site can represent another site which does not resemble it—thus The Non-
Site,” he wrote in 1967. “To understand this language of sites is to appreciate
the metaphor between the syntactical construct and the complex of ideas, let-
ting the former function as a three dimensional picture which doesn’t look
like a picture. . . ”’° The Non-Site to some degree brings the site from the ge-
ographical, psychological, and social margins to a “center”—be it the artist’s
studio, an art gallery, a museum, or a page of a book.

In fact, Smithson’s conception of art in general allows for great fluidity be-
tween the various incarnations of a work and involves resistance to a single,
simple time and place, even to a single physical form. A number of the physical
“works” discussed in the following texts, such as the Yucatan mirror displace-
ments, now exist only as combinations of texts and photographs or drawings—
as images in the mind, memory traces that have come to have an almost mythic
resonance. Because of the fluid relationship between the different incarnations
of specific works, in a curious way we are not especially bothered by the fre-
quent inaccessibility of certain of them—including the celebrated Spiral Jetty—
which are known primarily through the indirect and “impure” medium of
print, in the form of reproduced drawings and photographs, and of words.

If Smithson saw the world as a text, he conceived of his own vocation as an
artist not to interpret or explain it, but rather to reveal it—to himself and to us,
his readers. Hence, in his polemical writings he brings extraordinary energy to
the question of what the artist’s field of action should be. This is especially ap-
parent in the way he argues against the notion of high modernism embodied
in the works of certain artists (such as Anthony Caro, Jules Olitski, and Ken-
neth Noland) who were promoted by Clement Greenberg or Michael Fried.
To some degree this polemic has to do with a battle of schools, Smithson stak-
ing out the territory of his own work and of the artists with whom he is allied,
in opposition to what at the time was considered the canonical mainstreani.
(The degree to which that situation has changed gives some idea of just how
influential the thinking of Smithson and his colleagues was.)

But there was also another, deeper issue at stake, which had to do with
what Smithson saw as the extreme limitations of the biological and human-
istic models that he believed underlay the Western tradition as a whole. His
polemics against “humanism” are not framed in terms of an opposition be-
tween humanism and deism. Rather he takes humanism to be a belief system
that can be described as being “premised on ontological differences between
humanity and the rest of nature, and according priority to it in the explanation
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of society, history and culture.”!* For Smithson, this kind of humanism, along
with the artistic egotism that he identified with the Renaissance tradition, was
flawed not only on esthetic grounds but also (and mainly) because it involved
what he considered to be a philosophical misrepresentation. It cut art off, he
believed, from a deeper and broader sense of reality, and falsified the relation-
ship between art and the surrounding universe, making the art experience iso-
latable from the “real”—indeed in extreme cases making it seem that reality
would only “contaminate” art. This “purist” attitude Smithson associated with
the formalism of Greenberg and his disciples, which he felt was overly self-
contained and self-centered, and also politically inadequate, since it supported
prevailing power structures. Smithson himself, by contrast, sought an art that
would be continuous, even to some degree coterminous, with the real world,
but at the same time would go beyond surface appearances and transcend the
realm of the organic—an art that could evoke the farthest reaches of time and
the most remote and incomprehensible notions of space. In contrast to the hu-
manistic and organic, his writings and images posit the notion of the “crys-
talline,” a glacial and impersonal concept that disdains viewing existence from
a single portion of time and space.

In fact, Smithson takes time itself not only as one of the main themes of his
art, but also as one of his most important smediums. This is nade clear in one of
his earliest published articles, “Entropy and the New Monuments,” where he
speaks of the way in which the new kind of monumental works being created
by him and some of his contemporaries “bring to mind the Ice Age rather than
the Golden Age,” and “instead of causing us to remember the past . . . seem to
cause us to forget the future” Time, moreover, is crucial to the whole notion
of entropy that Smithson began to elaborate in his earliest published writings
and which emerged as one of the overriding concerns of both his art and his
writings. It is in a sense the matrix that holds together the whole diverse body
of his work—words and images, philosophical concerns and the secularized
remnants of religion, even his political and social engagements: “Every object,
if it is art, is charged with the rush of time even though it is static,” he wrote in
1968. But, he continues, much depends on the viewer. “Not everybody sees
the art in the sanie way, only an artist viewing art knows the ecstasy or dread,
and this viewing takes place in time. A great artist can make art by simply cast-
ing a glance. . . . Any critic who devalues the time of the artist is the enemy of
art and the artist.”!!

For Smithson, time is never only a disembodied abstraction but always a tan-
gible and material reality. Time must have coordinates in space, must even be
made manifest in a quite specific kind of place and thus inhabit as well as con-
tain the material world. One of the central paradoxes of his art is that time
measured in eons is always set hard by the most banal and temporally bound
realms of experience. The evidence of geological time is captured by that most

ordinary of recording instruments, a Kodak “Instamatic” camera. In “Art
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Through the Camera’s Eye” (1971—72) the artist muses on that apparatus’s little
coded symbols for sun and clouds and invites us to scrutinize those hackneyed
symbols as if they were universal, cosmic hieroglyphs—a secret code.” Here as
elsewhere, high seriousness is ironically played off against the trivia of every-
day life. The vastness of the universe is viewed from the everyday perspective
of roadsides and shopping malls. Eternal Rome is juxtaposed with the “monu-
ments” of Passaic, New Jersey.

New Jersey occupies an important place in Smithson’s writings, both as a
place and as a state of mind. It was the part of the earth where he was born and
raised and that he knew best, where he had roamed as a child, exploring and
gathering rocks for his mineral collection. He was especially interested in its
varied geological formations, and he used them as the sites for a number of his
Non-Sites. But in many ways New Jersey was also the least “artistic” place that
he knew, with its industrial ruins, its suburban sprawl, and what he took to be
its extraordinary banality, even ugliness. In Smithson’s youth it probably would
have seemed to represent the exact opposite of “art.” But as he matured, he
seems to have come to understand that for better or worse, this exhausted and
exhausting place constituted an important part of his reality. In a number of his
earlier writings he discusses the importance of rejecting Europe, and it seems
likely that the necessary rejection of European artistic and cultural values in-
volved to some degree the necessity of accepting the reality of New Jersey.
This rejection of Europe, of course, was not unique to Smithson’s generation.
Previous American artists, however, had usually felt that it was possible to de-
vise an essentially American version of the art forms that had been invented
and developed in Europe—such as easel paintings, single-sheet drawings, and
self-contained sculptures on pedestals—by modifying them somewhat but
nonetheless accepting all the art-historical baggage they carried, whether from
the “classical” or the “primitive-modernist” tradition. )

Smithson took a more aggressive stance. Along with traditional genres, and
thetr traditional boundaries, he also renounced traditional notions of beauty
and of the picturesque—and the nostalgia and sentimentality often associated
with those values. In his writings, he devotes a great deal of energy to the refu-
tation and disavowal of history, seeing the whole history of art—especially as
presented by museums—as an unbearably tyrannical and useless burden for
American artists of his generation. Accordingly, like several other artists of the
period, he maintains a special animus toward museums and the ways in which
they define art and 1ts history. “History,” he wrote as early as 1967, “is a facsimile
of events held together by flimsy biographical information. Art history 1s less
explosive than the rest of history, so it sinks faster into the pulverized regions
of time. . . .Visiting a museum is a matter of going from void to void. Hallways
lead the viewer to things once called ‘pictures” and ‘statues.” Anachronisms hang
and protrude from every angle. Themes without meaning press on the eye. . ..
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in the false mirror of our rejected dreams. Time turns metaphors into things,

and stacks them up in cold rooms, or places them in the celestial playgrounds
of the suburbs.”

This brings him to the essential question, at once ironical and yet deadly se-
rious: ‘““Has Passaic replaced Rome as The Eternal City? If certain cities of the
world were placed end to end in a straight line according to size, starting with
Rome, where would Passaic be in that impossible progression?” 7

Even Allan Kaprow, who taught in New Jersey and knew sonie of that ter-
rain nearly as well as Smithson, was unable to grasp the full extent of the ten-
sion between irony and seriousness that informed Smithson’s thinking about
New Jersey. In their published dialogue, Kaprow asks Smithson whether there
1sn’t “an alternative on the fringes of life and art, in that marginal or penumbral
zone which you’ve spoken so eloquently of, at the edges of cities, along vast
highways . . . whether that isnt the world that’s for you at least. I mean, can
you imagine yourself working in that kind of environment?” To which Smith-
son replies, “I'm so remote from that world that it seems uncanny to me when
I go out there; so not being directly involved in life there, it fascinates me, be-
cause I'm sure of a distance from it, and I'm all for fabricating as much dis-
tance as possible. It seems to me that I like to think and look at those suburbs
and those fringes, but at the same time, I’'m not interested in living there. It’s
more of an aspect of time. It is the future—the Martian landscape. By a dis-
tance, [ mean a consciousness devoid of self-projection.” '8

In his writings as well as in his plastic works, Smithson directly confronts the
conventional aspects of what had been taken to seem like “natural” aspects of
art making. In the series of works referred to as “flows,” for example, in which
large quantities of asphalt, concrete, mud, or glue were poured across parts of
landscapes, Smithson challenged the very essence of the act of painting. In the
first of these “flows,” Asphalt Rundown (1969), a dump truck released a load of
asphalt from the top of an eroded hillside in an abandoned area of a dirt and
gravel quarry in Rome. The effect, as seen in photographs, at first seems to re-
semble an enormous Abstract-Expressionist pouring of paint, and appears to
be a direct continuation of the large-scale and heroic physical gestures associ-
ated with Jackson Pollock’s canvases. But at the same time that Smithson seems
to be continuing the tradition of Abstract-Expressionist “action” painting, he
also deconstructs that practice by emphasizing how the essentially entropic
nature of the act of pouring differs from the individualistic gesture of painting.
The implications of Smithson’s “flows” did not pass unnoticed. Recently, for
example, Frank Stella remarked to me that Asphalt Rundown was perceived as a
powerful, annihilating gesture that had forced all thoughtful artists to seriously
reconsider the role of touch and surface in painting.

Reading Smithson encourages you to reconsider a nunmiber of things that

you might be inclined to take for granted, including the problem of how
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holder, as held by Immanuel Kant. Smithson’s notion of the sublime in a sense

supersedes this distinction by locating the sublime beyond the bounds of be-
holding—by situating it within so vast a scale that the question of mind and
“nature” appears to be obliterated. Yet at the same time, Smithson’s evocation
of the sublime is fraught with irony, as if to suggest that the artist’s very enthu-
siasm for the absolute must necessarily be tempered by his own ironical aware-
ness of the ultimate inadequacy of any attempt to represent or evoke it. This
simultaneous embracing and preempting of the sublime is typical of the para-

doxical nature of Smithson’s work.

In a very real sense, Robert Smithson’s early death constituted a premature
closure of his enterprise as an artist. But in another sense, it has allowed his ca-
reer effectively to escape a sense of closure. Because he himself was deprived of
being able to carry forward and resolve a number of the issues he raised, in
what almost certainly would have been his own idiosyncratic way, those issues
have been left perpetually open. This lack of closure has become all the more
apparent to us today because of the drastic ways in which life has changed in
the twenty-odd years since Smithson’s death. The advent of personal comput-
ers, the intense commercialization of the art world, and the development of
new cosmological theories, as well as other scientific, technological, political,
and social changes, would doubtless have drawn lively and original responses
from him. But because this did not happen, when we look at his career we
read it not only in terms of a number of substantial and historically significant
accomplishments, but also as a series of perpetually unrealized possibilities.

Reading Robert Smithson is an ongoing process—both in the literal and
the interpretive sense of “reading.” It involves a kind of unspoken admonition
to remain alert to possibilities, and a heightened awareness that makes you
look at the world itself differently—whether that world be the vastness of the
southwestern desert or the decaying infrastructure of post-industrial urban
areas. In a curious way, although Smithson’s works now seem clearly to reflect
a certain moment in history—the idealism, activism, and spiritual openness of
the late 1960s—it is now equally clear that they also transcend the specificity
of that historical moment and attain a true universality.

Many of the issues that are dealt with in the texts that follow are as perti-
nent today as they were a quarter of a century ago. Smithson had an uncanny
instinct for putting his finger on what was important, and at times his judg-
ments about how certain issues would turn out seem prescient—as in his 1967
observation that “the whole idea of the museum seems to be tending more to-
ward a kind of specialized entertainment.” >

More intensely perhaps than any other artist of his generation, Smithson was
actively engaged with the theoretical aspects of the major artistic, art-historical,
and cultural issues of his time. He, in effect, put into practice what others only
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BIOGRAPHICAL NOTE

Until Robert Smithson arrived on the art scene, sculpture was basically a
gallery art or seen as an addition to architecture, with its subject matter derived
from either the human figure or geometric abstraction. Smithson’s earthwork
proposals of 1966 and the Non-Sites exhibited in New York City in 1967 dislo-
cated this prevailing outlook by returning sculpture to the landscape. His Spiral
Jetty of 1970 was built on the shore of the Great Salt Lake, in Utah, at a scale
comparable to the ancient monuments of past civilizations, but unlike those
monuments of the past, which evolved out of the matrix of beliefs and reli-
gions of their time, the Spiral Jetty came into existence as the individual vision
of a single artist.

Robert Smithson was born in Passaic, New Jersey, on January 2, 1938. His
parents, Susan Duke Smithson and Irving Smithson, moved back to his father’s
hometown, Rutherford, New Jersey, shortly after his birth. Robert Smithson
was an only child—his nine-year-old brother, Harold, died of leukemia two
years before he was born. (Irving Smithson died of cancer at age 67 on April 13,
1973, three months before Robert’s death. His mother died of cancer on No-
vember 30, 1991, at the age of 83.) His aunt Julia Duke, who remained single
and lived with the family throughout Robert’s life, was like a second mother to
him and encouraged him in his endeavors until her death in 1961. In his child-
hood, Smithson was cared for by his hometown pediatrician, William Carlos
Williams, whose poetry and writing were later to influence him.

From his earliest years he displayed an extraordinary interest in natural his-
tory and art, frequently visiting the Museum of Natural History in New York
City, where he first saw Charles Knight's paintings of what dinosaurs might have
looked like. At the age of seven he drew a mural-sized dinosaur for the hallway
of his school. In 1948 the Smithson family moved to nearby Clifton, New Jer-
sey, where his father, a mortgage and loan executive, built a special room in the
basement of their home for Robert’s collection of live reptiles, snakes, pre-
served specimens, and fossils. Beginning at about this time Robert was encour-
aged by his parents to research and plan the tamily vacation trips to various
places in the United States, including Yellowstone Park, the Oregon Caves, the
California Redwoods, the Grand Canyon, the Mojave Desert, and Sanibel Is-
land. In 1950 Smithson visited Ross Allen’s reptile farm in Florida, where he
returned several times as he was beginning to plan a career as a naturalist.

At the age of 16 he won a scholarship to the Art Students League in New
York City. (He received another scholarship the following year.) His principal
at Clifton High School allowed him to attend high school half a day, so he
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A AL R N 3,

best be accomplished by working with mining companies to reclaim devas-

tated strip-mined land as earth art.

In 1971 he built Broken Circle-Spiral Hill in a quarry near Emmen, Holland,
which was scheduled to be abandoned and returned to the people of the area.
With this work Smithson realized his concern for recycling a mined site, in
this case a sand quarry, into an art work. His desire to have art be a necessary
part of society was gratified when the people of Emmen voted to keep and
maintain the work after its completion.

From 1971 to 1973, he wrote to and visited many strip-mining companies,
making drawings and proposals for landscape works. He also wrote public
statements that pointed out the limiting confines of the art establishment. The
mining industry unfortunately was not very far-sighted, and rejected Smith-
son’s visionary proposals.

Finally, a few weeks before his death, Smithson visited Creede, Colorado,
where he had his first opportunity to propose a project for a tailings site to an
interested mining company. Since the company was not ready to begin the proj-
ect right away, Smithson traveled to a desert lake he had heard of in Amarillo,
Texas. He decided that it was an excellent site for what was to be his last work,
Amarillo Ramp, which was commissioned by the owner of the property. After
trying out various ideas and dimensions, Smithson staked out Amarillo Ramp
in its final form. On July 20, 1973, while he and a photographer were photo-
graphing the staked-out work from the air, the plane they were in crashed on a
rocky hillside a few hundred feet from the site of the art, killing the pilot, the
photographer, and Robert Smithson.
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DONALD JUDD, Untitled, 1965. Steel and plexiglas, 20 x 48 x 34" .

DONALD JUDD  (1965)

Donald Judd has set up a “company,” that extends the technique of abstract art
into unheard-of places. He may go to Long Island City and have the Bernstein
Brothers, Tinsmiths put “Pittsburgh” seams into some (Bethcon) iron boxes, or
he might go to Allied Plastics in Lower Manhattan and have cut-to-size some
Rohm-Haas “glowing” pink plexiglas. Judd is always on the lookout for new
finishes, like Lavax Wrinkle Finish, which a company pamphlet says, “com-
bines beauty and great durability.” Judd likes that combination, and so he
might “self” spray one of his fabricated “boxes” with it. Or maybe he will
travel to Hackensack, New Jersey to investigate a lead he got on a new kind of
zinc based paint called Galvanox, which is comparable to “hot-dip” galvaniz-
ing. These procedures tend to baffle art-lovers. They either wonder where the
“art” went or where the “work” went, or both. It is hard for theni to compre-
hend that Judd is busy extending art into new mediums. This new approach to
technique has nothing to do with sentimental notions about “labor.” There is no
subjective craftsmanship. Judd is not a specialist 1n a certain kind of labor, but a
whole artist engaged in a multiplicity of techniques.

In Judd’s first exhibition in 1963, his plywood and aluminum structures dis-
closed an awareness of physical “mass” in the form of regular intervals of bulk.

Philadelphia Institute of Contemporary Art Catalog, 7 Sculptors, 1965



The intrinsic virtue of “primary matter” was very much in evidence. Each
work offered a different solution for the dislocation of space. One wooden
box, for example, contained a series of recessed slats, exposed only by a slight
concave opening on top of the box. This opening took up only about 20% of
the top surface. The slats were more closely spaced at one end than the other;
as a result, the space seemed squeezed out. Inertia appeared to be subdivided
into remote areas of force. A black pipe-like axis, in another work, was polar-
ized between two massive plywood squares, yet no rotation seemed possible
because the black pipe was flanked by six polarizing square beams that were
bolted into the wooden squares. This non-rotation aspect breaks the sugges-
tion of dynamic space. Matter, not niotion, had become Judd’s prime concern.
Each of Judd’s structures brought into question the very form of matter. This is
contrary to the abstract notion that movement is the direct result of space. All
“created nature” seems to have been abstracted out of Judd’s concept of physi-
cal mass. Just as the Mannerist artists of the sixteenth century permuted the
facts of the Classic Renaissance, so has Judd permuted the facts of Modern
Reality. By such means, Judd discovered a new kind of “architecture,” yet his
contrary methods make his “architecture” look like it 1s built of “antimatter.”
Perhaps “primary matter” and “antimatter” are the same thing.

A lack of consciousness of mass seems to have caused the demise of “action-
painting,” and that might explain also the dissolution of “assemblage” and “the
happening.” If action, energy, niotion, and other kinetics are the main motives
of an artist, his art is quick to atrophy.

While he was making his aluminum and wood structures, Judd developed
an idea for a “space-lattice.” This was made out of pipe with “ball fittings,” that
stood 4 feet high and about 6 feet long. Constructed with the help of a
plumber, Judd put together this rectangular parallel, piped with a quartet of
pipes conjoining in the center of the work in the shape of a cross.

In the work of Frank Stella and Barnett Newman the “framing support’” is
both hinted at and parodied. Clement Greenberg recognized an element of
“parody,” perhaps unconscious, in Barnett Newman’s “field” paintings, which
called attention to the “frame.” This element becomes less of a parody, and
more of a conscious fact, in Frank Stella’s “shaped canvases.” Judd’s symmetric,
free-standing structure eliminated all doubts about the importance of the
framework by asserting its formal presence beyond any reference to “flat”
painting. All surfaces vanish in this important work, but return later in his fab-
ricated works with startling new implications.

With Judd there is no confusion between the anthropomorphic and the ab-
stract. This makes for an increased consciousness of structure, which maintains
a remote distance from the organic. The “unconscious” has no place in his art.
His crystalline state of mind is far removed from the organic floods of “action

painting.” He translates his concepts into artifices of fact, without any illusion-

istic representations.
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Space in Judd’s art seems to belong to an order of increasing hardness, not

unlike geological formations. He has put space down in the form of deposits.
Such deposits come from his mind rather than nature. Instead of bringing
Christ down from the cross, the way the painters of the Renaissance, Baroque,
and Mannerist periods did in their many versions of The Deposition, Judd has
brought space down into an abstract world of mineral forms. He is involved in
what could be called, “The Deposition of Infinite Space.” Time has many an-
thropomorphic representations, such as Father Time, but space has none. There
1s no Father Space or Mother Space. Space is nothing, yet we all have a kind of
vague faith in it. What seems so solid and final in Judd’s work is at the same
time elusive and brittle.

The formal logic of crystallography, apart from any preconceived scientific
content, relates to Judd’s art in an abstract way. If we define an abstract crystal
as a solid bounded by symmetrically grouped surfaces, which have definite re-
lationships to a set of imaginary lines called axes, then we have a clue to the
structure of Judd’s “pink plexiglas box.” Inside the box five wires are strung in
a way that resembles very strongly the crystallographic idea of axes. Yet, Judd’s
axes don’t correspond with any natural crystal. The entire box would collapse
without the tension of the axes. The five axes are polarized between two stain-
less steel sides. The inside surfaces of the steel sides are visible through the
transparent plexiglass. Every surface is within full view, which makes the inside
and outside equally important. Like many of Judd’s works, the separate parts of
the box are held together by tension and balance, both of which add to its static
existence.

A reversible up and down quality was an important feature of the work
which Judd showed in the VIII Sio Paulo Bienale. It is impossible to tell what
is hanging from what or what is supporting what. Ups are downs and downs
are ups. An uncanny materiality inherent in the surface engulfs the basic struc-
ture. Both surface and structure exist simultaneously in a suspended condition.
What 1s outside vanishes to meet the inside, while what is inside vanishes to
meet the outside. The concept of “antimatter” overruns, and fills everything,
making these very definite works verge on the notion of disappearance. The
important phenomenon is always the basic lack of substance at the core of the
“facts.” The more one tries to grasp the surface structure, the niore batlling it
becomes. The work seems to have no natural equivalent to anything physical,
yet all it brings to mind is physicality.






cuprite, datolite, dolomite, epidote, galena, glauberite, goethite, gmelinite,

greenockite, gypsum, hematite, heulandite, hornblende, laumontite, malachite,
mesolite, natrolite, opal, orpiment, orthoclase, pectolite, prehnite, pumpellyite,
pyrite, pyrolusite, quartz, scolecite, siderite, silver, sphalerite, sphene, stevensite,
stilbite, stilpnomelane, talc, thaumasite, thomsonite, tourmaline, ulexite.”

Together with my wife Nancy, and Judd’s wite, Julie, we set out to explore
that geological locale.

Upper Montclair quarry, also known as Osborne and Marsellis quarry or
McDowell’s quarry, is situated on Edgecliff Road, Upper Montclair, and was
worked from about 1890 to 1918. A lump of lava in the center of the quarry
yields tiny quartz crystals. For about an hour Don and I chopped incessantly at
the lump with hammer and chisel, while Nancy and Julie wandered aimlessly
around the quarry picking up sticks, leaves and odd stones. From the top of
the quarry cliffs, one could see the New Jersey suburbs bordered by the New
York City skyline.

The terrain is flat and loaded with “middle-income” housing developments
with names like Royal Garden Estates, Rolling Knolls Farm, Valley View Acres,
Split-level Manor, Babbling Brook Ranch-Estates, Colonial Vista Homes—on
and on they go, forming tiny boxlike arrangements. Most of the houses are
painted white, but many are painted petal pink, frosted mint, buttercup, fudge,
rose beige, antique green, Cape Cod brown, lilac, and so on. The highways
crisscross through the towns and become man-made geological networks of
concrete. In fact, the entire landscape has a mineral presence. From the shiny
chrome diners to glass windows of shopping centers, a sense of the crystalline
prevails.

When we finished at the quarry, we went to Bond’s Ice Creani Bar and had
some AWFUL-AWFULS—"awful big—and awful good . . . it’s the drink you
eat with a spoon.” We talked about the little crystal cavities we had found, and
looked at The Field Book of Common Rocks and Minerals by Frederic Brewster
Loomis. [ noticed ice is a crystal:“Ice, H, O, water, specific gravity—.92, color-
less to white, luster adamantine, transparent on thin edges. Beneath the surface
the hexagonal crystals grow downward into the water, parallel to each other,
making a fibrous structure, which 1s very apparent when ice 1s ‘rotten’ . . .”

After that we walked to the car through the charming Tudoroid town of
Upper Montclair, and headed for the Great Notch Quarry. I turned on the car
radio: .. . countdown survey . . . chew your little troubles away . . . high ho
hey hey. ..

My eyes glanced over the dashboard, it became a complex of chrome fixed
into an embankment of steel. A glass disc covered the clock. The speedometer
was broken. Cigarette butts were packed into the ashtray. Faint reflections slid
over the windshield. Out of sight in the glove compartment was a silver flash-
light and an Esso map of Vermont. Under the radio dial (§5-7-9-11-14-16) was
a row of five plastic buttons in the shape of cantilevered cubes. The rearview
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This City (I thought) is so horrible that its mere existence and

perdurance, though in the midst of a secret desert, contaminates

the past and future and in some way even jeopardizes the stars.
Jorge Luis Borges, The Inmortal

Tromaderians consider anything blue extremely pornographic.
Peter Hutchinson, Extraterrestrial Art

“Lust for Life” 1s the story of the great sensualist painter Vincent
Van Gogh, who bounds through the pages and passions of Irving
Stone’s perennial bestseller. And this is the Van Gogh overwhelm-
ingly brought before us by Kirk Douglas in M-G-M’s film version,
shot in Cinemascope and a sun-burst of color on the actual sites
of Van Gogh’s struggles to feel feelings never felt before.
Promotion Copy, quoted in
Vincent Van Gogh—The Big Picture, John Mulligan

Unlike the hyper-prosaisin of Morris, Flavin, LeWitt, and Judd, the works
of Thek, Kauffman, and Bell convey a hyper-opulence. Thek’s sadistic geome-
try is made out of simulated hunks of torn flesh. Bloody meat in the shape of a
birthday cake is contained under a pyramidal chrome framework—it has stain-
less steel candies in it. Tubes for drinking “blood cocktails” are inserted into
some of his painful objects. Thek achieves a putrid finesse, not unlike that dis-
closed in William S. Burroughs’ Nova Express;“—Flesh juice in festering spines
of terminal sewage—Run down of Spain and 42nd St. to the fish city of mar-
ble flesh grafts—." The vacuum-formed plastic reliefs by Kauffman have a pale
lustrous surface presence. A lumpy sexuality is implicit in the transparent forms
he employs. Something of the primal nightmare exists in both Thek and
Kauffman. The slippery bubbling ooze from the movie “The Blob” creeps
into one’s mind. Both Thek and Kauffman have arrested the movement of
blob-type matter. The mirrored reflections in Bell’s work are contaminations
of a more elusive order. His chrome-plated lattices contain a Pythagorean
chaos. Reflections reflect reflections in an excessive but pristine manner.

Some artists see an infinite number of movies. Hutchinson, for instance, in-
stead of going to the country to study nature, will go to see a movie on 42nd
Street, like “Horror at Party Beach” two or three times and contemplate it for
weeks on end. The movies give a ritual pattern to the lives of many artists, and
this induces a kind of “low-budget” mysticism, which keeps them in a perpet-
ual trance. The “blood and guts” of horror movies provides for their “organic
needs,” while the “cold steel” of Sci-fic movies provides for their “inorganic
needs.” Serious movies are too heavy on “values,” and so are dismissed by the
more perceptive artists. Such artists have X-ray eyes, and can see through all of
that cloddish substance that passes for “the deep and profound” these days.

Some landmarks of Sci-fic are: Creation of the Humanoids (Andy Warhol's fa-













gins,” when they did paint. Sydney Freedberg observed in the work of Parmi-
gianino “an assembly of surfaces, nothing is contained within these surfaces.”
Such an observation might also be applied to Duchamp’s hollow “Virgins,”
with their insidious almost lewd associations. The “purist” surfaces of certain
artists have a “contamination” in them that relates to Duchamp and Parmi-
glanino, if not in fact, at least in idea.

The impure-purist surface is very much in evidence in the new abstract art,
but I think Stella was the first to employ it. The iridescent purple, green, and
silver surfaces that followed Stella’s all-black works, conveyed a rather lurid
presence through their symmetries. An exacerbated, gorgeous color gives a
chilling bite to the purist context. Immaculate beginnings are subsumed by
glittering ends. Like Mallarmé’s “Herodiade,” these surfaces disclose a “cold
scintillation”; they seem to “love the horror of being virgin.” These inaccessi-
ble surfaces deny any definite meaning in the most definite way. Here beauty is
allied with the repulsive in accordance with highly rigid rules. One’s sight is
mentally abolished by Stella’s hermetic kingdom of surfaces.

Stella’s immaculate but sparkling symmetries are reflected in John Cham-
berlain’s “Kandy-Kolored” reliefs. “They are extreme, snazzy, elegant in the
wrong way, immoderate,” says Judd. “It is also interesting that the surfaces of
the reliefs are definitely surfaces.” Chamberlain’s use of chrome and metalflake
brings to mind the surfaces in Scorpic Rising, Kenneth Anger’s many-faceted
horoscopic film about constellated motorcyclists. Both Chamberlain and Anger
have developed what could be called California surfaces. In a review of the
film, Ken Kelman speaks of “the ultimate reduction of ultimate experience to
brilliant chromatic surface; Thanatos in Chrome—artificial death” in a way that
evokes Chamberlain’s giddy reliefs.

Judd bought a purple Florite crystal at the World’s Fair. He likes the “uncre-
ated” look of it and its impenetrable color. John Chamberlain, upon learning
of Judd’s interest in such a color, suggested he go to the Harley Davidson Mo-
torcycle Company and get some “Hi-Fi” lacquer. Judd did this and “self”
sprayed some of his works with it. This transparent lacquer allows the “star-
spangled” marking on the iron sheet to come through, making the surfaces
look mineral hard. His standard crystallographic boxes come in a variety of
surfaces from Saturnian orchid-plus to wrinkle-textured blues and greens—
alchemy from the year 2000.

But I think nevetheless, we do not feel altogether comfortable at
being forced to say that the crystal is the seat of greater disorder
than the parent liquid.

P. W. Bridgman, The Nature Of Thermodynamics

The formal logic of crystallography, apart from any preconceived scientific
content, relates to Judd’s art in an abstract way. If we define an abstract crystal
as a solid bounded by symmetrically grouped surfaces, which have definite re-
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