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Abstract

This thesis sets out to critically reposition contemporary figurative sculpture

through a re- articulation of the hero.

It starts by identifying the removal of the human figure in minimal art and with
notions of objectivity, repetition and indifference. Here | argue against Donald
Judd, Robert Morris and Rosalind E. Krauss, by claiming that there is a
necessity to reflect upon the sculptural object and the subject beyond that which

is produced by the principles outlined by these artists and critics.

Working through readings of Judith Butler, Alain Badiou, Hannah Arendt,
Bernard Stiegler, Jacques Lacan and others, the argument establishes the
contingency and polemics of the term hero, the way it pertains to the
introduction of the new and how it coalesces action and narrative with constant
negotiation. Using the philosophy of Richard Rorty as a scaffold, | propose in
turn that the hero constitutes a necessary idealism for improving vocabularies,
and along with Bruno Latour’s position on composition, that this can be

translated into figurative sculpture as a dialectical becoming-object.

Additionally, the problem of knowing what constitutes a subject of heroism is
associated with the formation of an ethical subject. | conclude, in contrast to
Simon Critchley and Jacques Derrida, that this subject can be articulated using
the hero strategically as a conceit. | also suggest that, as such, it can be
realized through the work of figurative sculpture and the agonist space it

produces.

Alongside this, the thesis rethinks the materiality associated with figuration in
terms of construction, and elaborates on the importance of the hero to the post-
mannequin condition of figurative sculpture based on how it combines invention
with political determination. This is further examined by looking at the work of
Isa Genzken, Rachel Harrison and Mark Manders, and especially at the

practice-based component of this thesis.
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Introduction

This thesis explores the ‘idea’ of the human form in sculpture after the
conceptual frame of Minimalism. It consists of two elements, one practical,
which is documented at the end of the volume; the other written, which is
introduced here. In fact, the problem the text endeavours to solve is one to be
found at the intersection between these two modes, that is: the problem of
knowing how to reclaim and reposition the project of sculptural figuration from a
theoretical point of view. Starting from the premise that there is a tendency not
to recognize in the numerous polemics of figurative sculpture its critical
potential, the aim is to show that a connection can be established between

figurative sculpture and politics through a rearticulated notion of the hero.

This proposal is concerned with two main factors. Firstly, it refers to the
necessity to find an alternative to the conceptual markers that are still in use by
the history of contemporary art to think about sculpture. Rosalind E. Krauss’s
Sculpture in the Expanded Field or Thomas McEvilley’s Sculpture in the Age of
Doubt, for example, are important texts in studies of post-modern sculpture but
not appropriate sources for a positive reconsideration of figurative sculpture
because respectively, they exclude figuration and view it in terms of irony.
Secondly, the proposal also acknowledges the necessity to work with a concept
that allows us to separate the theme of representation from repetition and
mimesis and to replace these with difference and invention. The claim is that the
notion of the hero meets these two criteria whilst opening into a process of
reimagining the contemporary subject through the medium of sculpture. In other
words, the task is less concerned with the specificity of contemporary figurative
sculpture — in reality there is not a lot that is said about figurative sculpture in
isolation, but rather to discuss how figuration in sculpture challenges the mode

through which we might understand the construction of subjectivity.

Hence, in parallel to reading some classic texts on Minimalism, which are
important to understand the evacuation of the figure by the latter, the thesis
brings together different references from philosophy, literature and sociology to
discuss the possibilities of figurative sculpture beyond the scope of the art field.
Amongst these, the main theoretical reference is the writing of Richard Rorty,
who | would claim is a ghost in the machine. Not always in an explicit way, his

discussions on objectivity have made it possible to see representation



separately from truth claims and prepare from the perspective of utility, a
reflection on how the combination of figurative sculpture and the hero might
function as a form for articulating the political subject. In this instance | read
mostly from Rorty’s Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity and Objectivity,
Relativism and Truth. The other major reference is Bruno Latour whose object-
oriented sociology, again not always in an obvious way, helped to provide an
understanding of such utility in political terms. The main sources from Latour
include his seminal work We Have Never Been Modern, Reassembling the
Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory, and the essay “An Attempt at a

‘Compositionist Manifesto”.

More a path than a model, the argument is divided into four distinct moments
corresponding to four semi-independent chapters, which work linearly between
themselves and thematically in alternate pairs. The first and third chapters deal
more directly with questions related to sculpture, while the second and fourth

focus more on the theme of the hero.

In the first chapter | have attempted to trace the discrediting of figurative
sculpture in Minimalism and understand therein the possibilities to reverse the
negative reading of the first by setting up a critique of the latter. Here | examine
Krauss’s minimalist reading of modern sculpture together with Robert Morris’s
and Donald Judd’s art works and writings, proposing to use the framework of
Rorty’s neo-pragmatism in order to discuss the limitations of objectivity and the
staging of the body in Minimalism. In short, the first chapter attempts to
understand the reasons behind the evacuation of the human figure through
Minimalism’s claim to facticity and argues that this is limiting for the task of

reimagining the contemporary subject.

The figure of the hero is discussed immediately after in the second chapter with
the use of philosophical and literary examples. This chapter begins with Judith
Butler's reading of Sophocles’s Antigone and the idea of forming/deforming
political subjectivities. It continues with a dialogue between Simon Critchley and
Alain Badiou on political disappointment and the politics of resistance, which is
used to set up a connection between the hero, positive dialectics and the
necessity to think about a new political subject. Furthermore, the chapter also
locates the notion of the hero in Hannah Arendt’'s The Human Condition and

establishes a link between heroism and the occurrence of the new, action,



speech and public life. Bernard Stiegler's take on the question of technique is
discussed afterwards, which makes it possible to associate the hero with what
he presents as the mutual process of psychological and social individuation.
Naturally coming to the surface at this stage, Rorty allows us to see the hero as
a strategy to improve vocabularies, or as | describe it, to create an idealism of
necessity whose value resides in the subject’'s potential for reimagining
contemporary forms of living. From there, the text investigates Lacan’s seventh
seminar titled, The Ethics of Psychoanalysis to sketch out a few ideas on why
such idealism requires a form of sublimation and why this can be met by the
figure of the hero. The chapter concludes with a study offered by Angela Hobbs,
who suggests that Plato tries to replace a Homeric ideal for the Socratic subject
by discussing the theme of courage and heroism. Here | explore the importance

of notions of heroism in the task of reorganizing politics and subjectivities.

If in the second chapter the text works through the subject of writing in relation
to the hero, then in the third chapter the argument returns to the subject of
sculpture. Based on the idea that sculpture cannot be an index of what it
represents, the text intimates that figurative sculpture can be seen as a way to
compose, or indeed to invent, a public and politicized selfhood. This is observed
in relation to classical Greek sculpture, which furthermore helps me to establish
how the medium of figurative sculpture lends itself to the heroic. Meanwhile, |
also acknowledge the limitations of using classical Greek sculpture for a
contemporary take on the figure. This is done along Jacques Ranciére’s reading
of Johann Winckelmann’s commentary on The Belvedere Torso where the need
to consider the fragment, the multiple and the potential in sculpture comes to the
fore. The argument that | develop next is that the notion of hero can be used as
the conceptual tenet for a methodology of composition. The aim of this step is to
establish that, as such, composition can include the fragment, the multiple and
the potential alongside a priority to answer to reality, as opposed to correspond
to reality, and a necessity to actualize procedures of composition depending on

the specifics of each situation.

| found Latour’'s take on composition and his notion of assemblage, with its
focus on interactions, useful when discussing contemporary sculpture and in
particular, the nature of installation found when encountering Rachel Harrison’s
practice. The chapter covers Harrison’s work in order to debate how the human

figure cancels out the abstraction produced by ‘object orientated’ art works that
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seem to deliberately push the viewer aside. Debated in relation to Isa Genzken’s
work, it is also suggested that there is a need to rethink the condition of
figurative sculpture after the mannequin and that the hero as a conceit of
representation helps in this process. The work of Mark Manders and the way it
combines the ready-made with modelled figures to form heterogeneous bodies

is advanced as an innovating alternative.

In the place of a conclusion, the thesis finishes with a fourth and final chapter
where the attention turns once again to the hero. This is a logical move but also
a result of a series of events that took place during the time of research leading
up to this text. In 2008, when the project commenced, the effects of the
economic recession were yet to hit Europe and the political scenario was
relatively calm. The concept of the hero was not easy to work with but the
difficulties had more to do with a negative acculturation of the term and with the
necessity to find ways of reversing the threat of anachronism. All of a sudden,
from economical meltdown and politics of austerity to the reawakening of
protest, all things changed. On the one hand, ideas surround the subject of the
hero seemed increasingly more in tune with the political nature of the events
that were taking place everywhere, on the other of this, one was left feeling
incapable of keeping up to speed with what was happening and with the
profound changes that were being introduced in the socio-political context, and
more importantly, with how these constantly brought into question any short-
lived certainties surrounding notions of heroism. What happened between 2008
and 2014 affected the project profoundly and made me repeatedly question the
direction of the ideas as it became more urgent to understand the real
implications of thinking through the subject of the hero and to make it clearer

what contemporary figurative sculpture might offer in today’s world.

The lesson of what happened during these years to this research project, as it
was happening, was that the notion of hero can only be found in a constant
dialogue with reality, which in turn made it clear that the project itself had to
address, in some form at least, what took place during the eventful years of its
making. | have to add that any reading of the impact these years had for the
practical element of this thesis can be found the section containing visual
documentation of my studio work. Although | might add that while it may not
seem obvious, it is there. In the written element, | have tried to put the argument

in relation to the spirit of the moment by reading from Simon Critchley’s Ethics
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and Infinite Demanding — Ethics of Commitment, Politics of Resistance, where
Critchley is very precise in the way he diagnoses the feeling of political
disappointment at the heart of western democracies and in the way he
demonstrates how it is possible to conceive an ethical experience through

collective, anti-heroic, humour-based forms of resistance.

That being said, the chapter offers an alternative view to that of Critchley, and in
a way to that of Derrida in The Politics of Friendship, which Critchley draws
from, to then reason that the idea of the hero opens into a form of sublimation
that, unlike the anti-hero, allows for a positive articulation of an ethico-political
subject beyond the duration of a sensible experience, proposing in addition, that
we can associate figurative sculpture with the presentability of such subject. In
other words, the thesis concludes by arguing that it is possible and productive to
imagine a subject-to-come through the hero and that sculpture can operate as

the mode of appearance of such a subject.

Lastly, | need to make two remarks concerning the methodology of the essay.
Firstly, the essay constitutes an attempt, made by a sculptor, to contextualize
sculptural figuration in relation to the field of contemporary art that assumes the
form of a speculation about its implications and possibilities for what is beyond
the artistic. However, its aim is not to produce new knowledge on a particular
author from the perspective of art, nor inversely, to verify in what way specific
theoretical positions or concepts can bring new light to artworks. Instead, what |
have attempted to do is define a framework for the accountability of procedures
inherent to the work of figuration in sculpture. Finally, concerning the use of
footnotes: these will be used in the conventional way, i.e. to indicate
bibliographic references and disambiguate any necessary issue, but also where
appropriate, to make observations relevant for the main text that may not find

the right space therein.

12



FIRST CHAPTER: Objectivity and the empty presence of Minimalism

Introduction

This chapter examines some key developments introduced in art during the
1960s and 1970s via Rosalind E. Krauss’s minimalist reading of modern
sculpture, and Robert Morris’s and Donald Judd'’s art works and critical writings.
Their positions, which are often contrasting, will help me to elaborate questions
that are central to the argument. Running further behind the scenes is Alex
Potts’s more recent history of sculpture, which was focal in developing an
understanding of Minimalism in relation to the history of figurative sculpture, and
Richard Rorty, whose influence forms the basis for a discussion on the

limitations of objectivity in Minimalism.

The argument is set up by a brief account of key aspects of minimal art followed
by a discussion of the relationship of this to what | will call a correspondence
theory of knowledge which will be used as a platform to answer questions of
objectivity, repetition and indifference. The chapter concludes by analysing the

limitations of Minimalism in recent artwork recreations.

The term Minimalism is used in its (controversial) general sense, as well as in
referring to an expanded use of things in space and to the centrality of language
in visual arts. It may refer to sculpture, installation, performance, or post-minimal
works — a broad approach but a risk that | hope will be justified by serving
specific conclusions about what is behind the evacuation of the human figure by

minimal art.

On using the term Minimalism and the expression minimal art in relation to

sculpture
For the convenience of writing and a more fluent reading of this text, the term
Minimalism and the expression minimal art are used indistinguishably. It is,

however, important to make a few remarks about the terminology in question.

Most artists one associates with Minimalism did not recognize the term as

appropriately describing their practice. For example, it is well known that Donald
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Judd refused to associate Minimalism with the work he and others were
producing during the 1960s. In a text published in 1966 for the catalogue of the
exhibition “Primary structures: Younger American and British Sculptors” (an
exhibition to which | will return in a minute), Judd argues that the term “minimal”
is inadequate because it suggests a reduction which in his opinion cannot
appropriately describe the sort of intellectual investment found in the artworks
associated with it. In his own words: “I object to several popular ideas. | don’t
think anyone’s work is reductive (...) New work is just as complex and

developed as old work.*'

Already in “Specific Objects”, published the previous year and possibly Judd’s
better known text, one finds a clear attempt to undermine the use of the term
mentioned above and the use of any fixed definition: “The new three-
dimensional work doesn’t constitute a movement, school or style. The common
aspects are too general and too little common to define a movement. The

differences are greater than the similarities.”

Robert Morris is far more tolerant with the term. In fact, he uses the terminology
in the last part of his highly influential series of texts “Notes on Sculpture”.
Published in 1969, at a time when his work had moved away from geometric
solids and closer to Process art, this is a text that allowed Morris to launch new
ideas whilst also looking back at the developments that made what both Judd
and he were calling ‘new work’ and that he was now referring to as minimal art®.
By force of using the expression, Morris brings some historical legitimacy to the

body of terms associated with it.

Keeping in mind that minimal art is an expression normally used in a critical
context — it was used for the first time by art critic Richard Wollheim, in an essay
published in early 1995 - one might interpret Morris’s choice of worlds as an
attempt to acknowledge the critical reception of the work that he and others had
developed up to that point. This is speculation in the case of Morris, but one that

announces the line of thought followed in this thesis. Using the term Minimalism

1 Donald Judd, Complete Writings 1955-1975: Gallery Reviews, Book Reviews, Articles, Letters to the Editor,
Reports, Statements, Complaints, Nova Scotia, The press of the Nova Scotia College of Art and Design, 2005,
190

2 Donald Judd, “Specific Objects” in David Hulks, Alex Potts, Jon wood, eds., Modern Sculpture Reader,
Leeds, Henry Moore Institute, 2007, 214

3 See Robert Morris, Continuous Project Altered Daily. The Writings of Robert Morris, Cambridge, MIT Press,
1995, 54

4 See: Richard Wollheim, “Minimal art” in Gregory Battcock, ed., Minimal Art: A Critical Anthology, London,
University of California Press, 387-399
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or the expression minimal art constitutes an attempt to emphasize the way the

latter developed through a dialogue with theory and critique.

But using both the term and the expression in question is also a matter of
simplifying the terms of the discussion. They evoke a certain familiarity that
allows for ideas to be explored in a more direct way, given that it is neither
possible nor necessary to talk in detail about the polemics generated around the
use of this or that expression. What is more, they help to keep in mind the ideas
that the words themselves evoke: that minimal art reflects a break with the
association between expressive qualities and artistic value, a formal
simplification and a minimum of manual work. In fact, it is key to remember that
minimal art evolved as a result of efforts made by artists such as Judd and
Morris to liberate art from metaphor and to reconfigure the art object around its

own simple material qualities.

So, in short, the use of both the term Minimalism and the expression minimal
art, form part of a strategy to signal an important dialogue with critique and
theory; to evoke the sort of formal bareness that is characteristic of the works
that will be discussed; and a strategy to bring to the fore the contrast between
minimal art and the formal complexity and subtleties of metaphoric meaning at

play in figurative sculpture. All these aspects are central to the main argument.

Furthermore, it is necessary to say something about the connection between
Minimalism and sculpture. Minimalism is related to an attempt to abandon
medium specificity and to create an integrated conception of art. This idea is
present in the writing of Judd who once again can be identified with a more rigid
conception of the sort of artworks one might call Minimalist. The very first line of
“Specific Objects” reads: “Half or more of the best new work in the last few years
has been neither painting nor sculpture™. In others words, and what matters
here, Judd reasons that despite being primarily three-dimensional the “new
work™ does not belong to the domain of sculpture. Rather, the use of the three
dimensions is simply an alternative whose value relies on the fact that it “opens

to anything”’. It opens the works to their context, and crucially, the field of art to

5 Donald Judd, “Specific Objects” in David Hulks, Alex Potts, Jon wood, eds., Modern Sculpture Reader, 213
6 It is perhaps worth clarifying that Judd uses the expression “new work” in reference to the work he and
others started to produce around the early 1960s. It is equivalent to what | am calling Minimalism and minimal
art.

7 Ibid., 214
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non-art. Now, Without being able to address the issue of context and of how
Minimalism undermines the separation between art and non-art (I shall return to
these questions later) what needs to be asked at this point is if it is legitimate to
think about figurative sculpture through a paradigm that resists a definition of art

in terms of medium specificity.

If Judd raises the question, in a way he also indicates a possible answer to it. As
was already mentioned, he tells us that the “new work” is neither painting nor
sculpture. But he also goes on, saying that whilst it resembles sculpture it is
closer to painting®. In fact, from a close reading of “Specific Objects” it becomes
clear that Judd’s proposal to use three dimensions mostly applies to the
difficulties one associates specifically with painting. Namely, problems to do with
the frame and how it necessarily turns the pictorial space inwards and limits
painting to a series of internal relations. Also of importance is the predicament of
the wall, that is, the problem that no matter how good a painting is, it is always a
rectangle on the wall and therefore a form of work that involves a figure/ground
relation - created by the image of the frame on wall. This led Judd to conclude
that somehow painting always functions as a picture, and the only way to break
with this logic and with any residual illusionism is for it to become three-

dimensional. He says:

Three dimensions are real space. That gets rid
of the problem of illusionism and of literal space,
space in and around marks and colors — which
is riddance of one of the salient and most
objectionable relics of European art. The several

limits of painting are no longer present.

However, the suggestion that painting must advance beyond its own limits in
order for it to become three-dimensional, demands, within the logic explored in
“Specific Objects”, a theoretical distinction between the three-dimensionality that
Judd is referring to and that of sculpture. And what does he do? Specifically he

distinguishes the “new work” not from sculpture but from the tradition of

8 Donald Judd, “Specific Objects” in David Hulks, Alex Potts, Jon wood, eds., Modern Sculpture Reader, 216
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sculpture, which he considers to be dominated by the logic of composition,
therefore hierarchy, and representation. This is perhaps the weakest point of the
argument in “Specific Objects”. Judd is clearly able to separate the “new work”
from the tradition of sculpture by discussing how it breaks with the aspects
mentioned above, but is unable to clarify what differentiates the former from
sculpture in terms of its physical presence in space. The more one reads, the
more it is suggested that Judd’s main concern is to question the relevance of
history and situate the “new work” as far as possible from any tradition and fixed
definition — which would compromise the sought out transition towards an
unified notion of art. Therefore in considering only a limited number of general
aspects, such as part/whole relations and the problem of mass, Judd is unable
to distinguish, in a satisfying way, the three-dimensionality of Minimalism from

that of sculpture in a broad sense.

Now, considering the level of his influence, Judd might be regarded as a
spokesman for this argument, saying that because minimal art opposes medium
specificity, it should not be thought of as sculpture. And yet, he also leaves us
with the idea that the separation between minimal art and sculpture (and the
disqualification of both terms) results primarily from the influence of a theoretical
framework that no longer considered the medium to be a relevant category. In
short, what supports the division between minimal art and sculpture seems to be

the ambition to engage with art as an integrated field.

This thesis departs from such an idea and proposes instead to reflect on the
possibilities of contemporary figurative sculpture. This change of perspective
gives me just enough space to use Minimalism as a starting point for a reflection
that engages with sculpture. This is supported by two main factors, which are
based on what has been said above. Firstly, in terms of concrete presence, it is
difficult to separate the three-dimensionality of minimal art from that of sculpture.
Apart from the more technical difficulties created by the use of specific
theoretical references, there seems to be no reason why minimal artworks
should not be regarded as sculpture. Secondly, and more probably, it seems
relevant to use Minimalism as a starting point to reflect upon contemporary
figurative sculpture because Minimalism has played an instrumental role in the
development of the reconfigured notion of sculpture we know today, which in
turn logically influences the use of the figure. In fact, it is not uncommon to claim

that minimal art has developed around issues pertaining to sculpture. Morris, for
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instance, supports the idea in “Notes on Sculpture, Part 4”, where he writes:
“Part of the possibility for the success of the project of reconstituting objects as

art had to do with the state of sculpture.”

Finally, it is important to outline some initial and general terms. It is useful to
understand sculpture both as a practice and conceptual discipline that deals
with the transformation, dislocation, assemblage and juxtaposition of materials
and objects. One can also think of it as an artistic practice that engenders a
physical relationship between objects and the viewer in a space shared by both.
Essentially the artworks discussed in this chapter can be included in this

definition of sculpture.

Meanwhile, we need to consider that in minimal art it is not so much the object
that matters, but the way that viewers engage with it. Furthermore, in rejecting
the use of metaphor, minimal art invites the viewer to participate in the
construction of meaning. This also means that it is possible to define Minimalism
as a form of art that uses simplified forms to establish a relationship between
objects and viewers in space, and more specifically, that works towards setting
the awareness of the experience of viewing as its very central aspect. This
implies that by positing the viewing experience as a condition of meaning,

minimal art is ontologically realized through the living body.

On that note, it is worth restating that in the following pages the term Minimalism
occasionally appears associated with artworks where the object has a residual
presence, or even no presence at all, and that clearly replace the importance of
the object for that of a lively experience. In other words, Minimalism may refer to

installation, performance or post-minimal works.

In fact, this relationship between minimal art and the body is key to the main
argument here, which is based largely on a contrast between the way the former
stages the body and the way that figurative sculpture opens up the possibility of
recomposing the body beyond the living body and therefore, as will be argued
later, the subject. Proceeding on from this, in a somewhat abbreviated and
condensed manner, the proposal is to understand figurative sculpture as a

specific field of sculpture that evokes the human form as the condition of its

9 Robert Morris, Continuous Project Altered Daily. The Writings of Robert Morris, 53
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initial meaning, and perhaps more importantly, where the figure may come to
the fore as a way of rehearsing and negotiating multiple and often conflicting

new meanings.

The discredit of contemporary figurative sculpture

One of the premises of this thesis is that contemporary figurative sculpture is
discredited; this needs to be established. Perhaps it is beneficial to start by
saying that it is impractical to talk about contemporary sculpture in an academic
context without taking into account today’s expanded notion of sculpture,
something upheld during the 1960s and 1970s as a result of the radical
alterations which occurred in the art world during that period. These changes
included a profound reconfiguration of the art object and of the viewing
experience. Furthermore, the advances made during those two decades have
irrevocably determined our present understanding of contemporary art by
introducing a constant demand for the critical, conceptual and relational aspects

of artworks to be taken as a priority.

Minimal art was instrumental in the development of these changes. It brought
into question the use of metaphor, undermined representation, and crucially,
worked to produce an idea of art as a whole, as opposed to a phenomenon
defined in terms of different mediums. It also helped to make the experience of
the viewer a central preoccupation to practicing artists. Having mentioned this
before, it is important to underline that if these questions were intensified during

1960s and 1970s they still continue to influence the way artists work today.

One cannot separate the almost complete removal of figurative work from
western art during the 1960s and 1970s from Minimalism and its influence. In
actuality, it is no surprise that a significant part of the figurative work that started
to appear again at the beginning of the 1980s, continued to demonstrate the

effect of this influence.

For example, both Stephan Balkenhol and Charles Ray, (particularly in work
made during the early 1990s) started to produce figures that seem to confront

the viewer in the space of the gallery and, as a result, engender awareness of
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the very act of viewing. Directly carved in wood, and evoking the common man
in the case of Balkenhol, or bringing to mind the mannequin in the case of Ray,
these figures also recall the everyday, and therefore challenge the division
between art and non-art. Let us not forget, that these are all priorities which

were insisted on by minimal art.

In more recent years, the number of leading artists that have used the figure as
a central element of their practice has further increased. These include artists
like Isa Genzken, Rachel Harrison or Mark Manders who, in using an
exploratory approach, have been charting new possibilities for the sculptural

human form. | shall return to these artists later.

So, in some respects figurative sculpture has been gaining ground in the field of
contemporary art, but we also need to consider that this field is structured
around paradigms that have largely evolved from a denial of representation.
Paradigms that seem to foster an idea of art as an activity that produces critical
visions of reality and that tends, one could say naturally, to be suspicious of

figurative sculpture and particularly its illusionistic nature.

In other words, the discrediting of figurative sculpture is revealed by a certain
discomfort that contemporary thought has towards the ambiguous materiality of
figurative sculpture, (which is neither entirely concrete nor a result of mere
appearance), and explains why the figure in sculpture is not used as an object of
artistic discourse so much as a point of departure. Indeed, one might be
tempted to compare the antagonism between the materiality of figurative
sculpture and the idea of reality, to the tension that exists between a figure and
the living body in space. Considering that the body is a central theme in
contemporary art, then it might be argued that this tension is one of the causes

of what | am here calling the discredit of figurative sculpture.

Writing in 2014, on the occasion of a major exhibition of contemporary figurative
sculpture held at the Hayward Gallery in London, Ralph Rugoff, then director of
the gallery, drew a portrait of how the figure was currently being used in
sculpture, (which could equally be applied to the state of figurative sculpture
today). He suggested that the figure is engaged with “not to affirm our existing

notions of subjectivity and identity, but as a means of looking askance at
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them”'®. This observation reflects the ironic tone that can be detected in so
many of today’s figurative projects, (including some belonging to the artists
mentioned above), and the numerous cases where the figure, approaching the
form of the caricature, appears to ridicule its own presence in space. Artworks
that strategically use the figure to evoke a series of codes and conventions do
seem more frequent than those that engage with the figure as a project in its
own right. The presence of figurative sculpture, it could be said, is mostly a

negative presence.

As a whole, beyond a demand to reflect its historical condition and place it within
the discourses of contemporary art, artists seem unable to use the figure in a
positive manner. It may appear that artists are starting to turn to the figure more,
but the suspicion is still there: figurative sculpture always needs to be thoroughly
justified, almost apologised for. Clearly when something needs to be justified
repeatedly, it is because it is discredited. Its criticality is always in question, its
relevance and value always need to be asserted. Furthermore whilst one could
be mislead by the work of a small group of artists who managed to bring
attention back to the possibilities of the human form, this suspicion towards
figurative sculpture becomes more tangible when we consider the relative
number of artists and curators who decide to work with it in important events. |

shall now continue the argument by providing some statistical evidence

Let us start by looking at Skulptur Projekte - an event that takes place once
every 10 years in the small town of Mlnster, Germany. It is one of the largest
international events dedicated to sculpture, and more importantly, one whose
relevance is widely recognized. It aims at exploring the relationship between
sculpture and the city but it is demonstrative of the question examined here.
Furthermore, the long period between editions makes Skulptur Projekte a
legitimate example to take the pulse of the different expressions and trends of

thought presented there.

The first edition of Skulptur Projekte was held in 1977 and hosted a total of 9
projects, all by key artists of the time. None of the projects were figurative. The
second edition was comprised of 63 projects of which only 3 evoked the human

figure. This represented about 6%. After 10 years, with the event now on its third

10 Ralph Rugoff, ed., The Human Factor. The Figure in Contemporary Sculpture, exh. Cat., London, Hayward
Publishing, 18
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edition, the ratio of the number of projects to figurative work increased but not in
a significant way. In 1997 there were 74 projects, and only 7 engaged with the
figure making up 9% of the whole; incidentally this included a work by Hans
Haacke who appropriated a previously existing sculpture by constructing an
installation around it. At the time of writing, the last edition was held in 2007 and
it included 35 projects. Again, only 3 object-based proposals evoked the human

figure, which amounted to around 8%"".

Documenta is another international event recognized for its artistic relevance.
Held every 5 years in Kassel, also in Germany, it is a multidisciplinary event
particularly known for promoting a reflection about how art can relate to the
world at large on a social and political level. It gives us an idea about the relative
presence of the figure in relation to a wide range of artistic practices - and in that
sense is a good indicator of the weight artists assign to the human figure.
Focusing on the same period as above, 1977 saw the sixth edition of
Documenta. This was the first event related to the visual arts ever to be
transmitted by means of television, and a large number of video works and
performances were shown. Similarly to what happened in Skulptur Projekte
during that same year, the figure was completely absent?.

The following edition, named Documenta 7, was held in 1982 and saw artists
like Joel Shapiro, Markus Raetz, Michelangelo Pistoletto and Jonathan
Borofsky, introducing figurative work to the event. But these still represented a
rather modest presence if compared to the total number of projects and the
wider scope of the exhibition. Documenta 7 hosted a total of 178 projects,
comprising 31 non-figurative sculptural projects, 14 installations, 4
performances, 16 conceptual works (language based), 12 photo based artworks
and 86 contributions made in the form of painting - including 34 where the
human form was represented. By comparison, the artists above contributed with

a total of 7 figurative sculptures, which represents about 4%".

This tendency for diversity and residual figurative work continued over the

following editions. Documenta 8, produced in 1987, was comprised of 140

11 The information gathered here can be found at: < http://www.skulptur-projekte.de/skulptur-projekte-
download/muenster/index.htm >[Accessed September 26" 2015]

12 See Michael Glasmeier, 50 Jahre / Years Documenta 1955-2005: Archive in Motion — Discrete Energies /
Diskrete Energien, exh. cat, Kassel, Steidl, 2005

13 See AA.VV., documenta 7, exh. cat, Kassel, Dierichs, 1982
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proposals that included video art, conceptual art, photography, architecture,
design and even music. Installation was represented by 19 works, including 2
that used figurative elements, painting with 33, with 8 that engaged with the
human form, and finally sculpture, with 62 projects of which only one was clearly

figurative'. This translates as 0,7%.

In the editions that followed there was a slight increase in the number of
figurative works, again without this increase ever becoming really significant.
The combined number of figurative sculptures presented in 1992', 1997
2002"" and 2007'® was 25, which stands against an impressive total of 523

artworks. This means less than 5%.

In 2012, during Documenta (13), the last edition to date, this percentage rises to
approximately 9%. These numbers, however, are largely the result of curatorial
decisions that, according to the curator, sought to explore the idea of art as
research'. They included a series of projects with small figurative elements
used as a form of support to a theoretical and critical construction of ideas more
than as a project in their own right. This misleading increase is further supported
by the presence of the figure which resulted from an unusual selection of
figurative works by deceased artists, including Gonzalez, Man Ray and the
surrealist sculptor from Brazil, Maria Martins — whose works were again used

more from a set of curatorial decisions than as an artistic project per se.

The near absence of the figure, and the tendency to appropriate it as a
conceptual point of departure more than as an artistic proposition, becomes
even more explicit if we look at the history of another, more recent event: the
Biennial of art Manifesta. Initially put forward as a platform to investigate the
post-nation European identity,”® it has become of increasing significance

through the constant participation of influential artists and theorists.

Between 1996, the year that saw Manifesta’s first edition, and 2014, the year of

14 See AA.VV., Documenta 8, exh. cat, Kassel, Verlag und Gesamtherstellung, 1987

15 See Jan Hoet ed., Documenta IX, exh. cat, Kassel, Hatje Cantz, 1999

16 See Paul Sztulman, Catherine David, Jean-Frangois Chvevrier, eds., Documenta X: Short Guide. exh. cat.
Kassel: Verlag Gerd Hatje. 1997

17 See Okwui Enwezor, ed., Documenta 11, exh. cat., Kassel, Hatje Cantz, 2002

18 See Roger Buergel, Ruth Noack, eds., Documenta 12: Catalogue, exh. cat., Kassel, Taschen, 2007

19 See AA.VV., Documenta (13) Catalog 1/3: The Book of Books, exh. cat., Kassel, Hatje Cantz, 2012

20 For more on the initial proposal of Manifesta, see for example: Robert Fleck, Maria Lind, Barbara
Vanderlinden, eds., Manisfesta 2. European Biennial of Contemporary Art/Luxembourg, exh. cat, Luxembourg,
Manifesta, 1998, 6-8
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the event’s last edition, more than 700 projects have been presented, of which
only 13 were sculptural projects which engaged with the figure. This
corresponds to less than 2%. Significantly, the numbers include a huge amount
of projects that relied upon the direct participation of viewers, and crucially, that
involved local communities as a way of rehearsing and thinking about the social

and the political spheres?".

It is worth remembering, that, within the context of visual arts, the idea of
producing conditions for viewers to participate in the creation of meaning started
to gain relevancy as an artistic strategy primarily after minimal art - and that
today, as evidenced by the above, this continues to occupy a central place in

the field of contemporary art.

Artangel is another useful reference to look at. It is a leading arts organization in
the UK and beyond, which for the past decades has commissioned and
produced an array of daring large-scale projects, and more importantly, has a

strong opinion about what constitutes subjects of interest for the general public.

If | can now focus on the United Kingdom, and take a very brief look into
projects supported by Artangel, further evidence is available concerning the
priorities of the art world and the relative value ascribed to figurative sculpture.
Numbers are once again revealing. Between 1992, when it first started to
operate, and 2015, the year at the time of writing, Artangel has been involved in
the production of 93 projects, of which only 2 have explored the human figure.
This again, corresponds to only 2% of the total number of projects®. As
suggested by the history of Artangel and all of the events mentioned above, the
presence of the sculpted figure corresponds to approximately 5% or less® of the

works highlighted by the art world over the past few decades.

This allows us to infer two things. The first is that the number of artists who

choose to engage with the figure (more than who those artists are), and the

21 An archive with documentation from all of Manifesta’s editions can be viewed at: <
http://www.manifesta.org/network/manifesta-archive/> [Accessed September 11" 2015]

22 For a complete account of Artangel’'s commissions, see: < http://www.artangel.org.uk/projects> [Accessed
September 11" 2015]

23 The value corresponds to an average calculated by using the added number of editions of each event
between 1977 and 2012, in the case of Skulptur Projekte and Documenta, the added number of editions
between 1996 and 2014, in the case of Manifesta, and the total number of projects realized between 1992 and
2015, in the case of Artangel.
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frequency with which figurative work actually gets to be exhibited in the context
of major art events, suggest that figurative sculpture is, or rather continues to
be, a discredited language. To be more precise: statistic evidence does not
prove intent on the part of the individual artist, but it indicates tendency of
practice and receptivity, or the lack of it, on the part of the art world towards
figurative work. The second inference, already intimated earlier, is that minimal
art has played a central role in undermining the logic of figuration. With this in
mind what | will do next, is try and reverse these terms and utilise a discussion
on minimal art as a starting point to rethink the possibilities of figurative

sculpture.

Exposition

Having started as an attempt to reinstate a notion of art that is critical of the
aesthetic and to undermine the idea of autonomy, medium specificity and the
stability of meaning, Minimalism managed to exchange a concept of artwork
based on visual composition for a much broader definition based on experience,
which includes viewers and the very act of perception as integral parts. As
mentioned above, this was instrumental in forming the basis for an

understanding of contemporary art.

The introduction of a new relationship between art criticism and art making was
also central to the movement, with artists such as Judd and Morris writing some
of the most groundbreaking and provocative art criticism of the time (whilst
establishing themselves as the main theorists of their own practice). Smithson
and Carl Andre could also be remembered as artists and prominent writers. In
turn, Rosalind E. Krauss, who will be considered for the main thread of this
chapter, has contributed much to the development of Minimalism - and crucially
helped to define and position it - as an art critic and theorist. Furthermore, whilst
maintaining that phenomenology and structural linguistics are the two main
theoretical frameworks behind the development of Minimalism, Krauss develops

a specific reading of the history of modern sculpture, as gathered in the hugely
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influential Passages in Modern Sculpture®, first published in 1977, where

Minimalism appears as its final stage of development.

This reading appears reworked in the essay “The Cultural Logic of the Late

Capitalist Museum”®

, published in 1990, where Krauss explains that one of the
most important achievements of minimal art was to simultaneously reconfigure
the art object and the viewing subject. In other words, that in denying both “the

»26

work as a repository of known forms”™ and “a subject who cognitively grasps

these forms because he or she knows them in advance”?’

, minimal art managed
to break with the idea of sculpture seen in terms of mediation and to exchange a
centred, autonomous subject, that experiences the work mentally, and therefore
privately, for another that coheres only temporarily in the physical space — space
that, in this sense, would offer further critical possibilities in its ability to be

shared. | will return to this essay later.

Giving shape to a critique of interiority in sculpture, the notions of essence and
being were also questioned by Minimalism as well-illustrated by Judd’s Floor
Sculpture Series. Produced from 1967 onwards, these are normally constituted
by single units or progressions of repeated units, presented as something
between a well-defined whole and an opening, and that together with the
repetition of modules - neither solid nor simple containers - seem to refuse the
concept of an object with a core and a connection with authenticity. This idea is
underlined by the fact that both formal variations and repetition take place in the
absence of an original and originating element, which clearly breaks with the
association, traditionally made in relation to figurative sculpture, between

sculpture and the idea of soul®.

24“Indeed, the history of modern sculpture coincides with the development of two bodies of thought,
phenomenology and structural linguistics...” in KRAUSS, Rosalind E. Krauss, Passages in Modern Sculpture,
Cambridge and London, MIT Press, 1981, 4

25 Rosalind E. Krauss, “The Cultural Logic of the Late Capitalist Museum” in October Vol. 54 n® 104, MIT
Press, 1990

26 Ibid., 8

27 Ibid.

28 As a leap forward, it is interesting to note that in placing the work of Rodin right at the beginning of
Passages in Modern Sculpture, Krauss identifies the latter as a predecessor of Minimalism. She suggests,
albeit not explicitly, that his groundbreaking visibility of process, repetition and multi-positionality, as found in
The Gates of Hell, as well as in the way, for a significant part of his work, the artist uses surface, has no direct
correlation to the figure’s anatomical tension. This makes it difficult to locate Rodin’s work within, precisely, a
relation between sculpture and the idea of soul (as the strong affirmation of sculpture’s materiality and the
priority he gave to surface values seem to constantly undermine the idea of interiority). That being said, it is
equally relevant to make a note of how Krauss avoids the question of representation by bracketing Rodin’s
figures as a sum of pure formal elements — helping her to reflect on the increasingly problematic category of
sculpture, by putting the figurative element of the work out of focus and hence announcing, or confirming, the
idea of an object that no longer comes invested with meaning. Later in the text, | will try to reverse this logic
and bring ‘the figure’ back into focus by concentrating on ‘what a figure does’ rather than on ‘what a figure is
(supposed to be)’, which | think is what causes difficulties in conciliating a materialistic approach to sculpture
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1.Vladimir Tatlin. Corner Counter-Relief (1914), iron, aluminium, paint. 31 2 x 59 x 29 %2 inches

And then, of course, there is the question of representation that the minimalist
artist sees as a form of illusion and negative idealization, or as a vehicle to an
imaginary space that presents the viewer with something other than reality,
hence concealing the truth about reality. The contours of a pedagogical
problem, whose solution had been shown several decades earlier by Vladimir
Tatlin’s pioneering gesture, consisting of moving forms and materials from the
pictorial space to real space in Corner Counter-Relief *° from 1914 (fig.1); a work
that minimal art took as a formula to purge metaphor and illusionism, to produce
self-identical works and to engender a situation that involves literal objects,

living people and real space in a single situation.

and figuration. For more on Krauss’s argument, see the first chapter in Passages in Modern Sculpture:
“Narrative Time: The question of the Gates of Hell” in Rosalind E. Krauss, Passages in Modern Sculpture, 7-
37

29 We can perhaps speculate on the relation between Tatlin’s Corner Relief and some types of Russian icons
since, unlike the western tradition of drawing the geometry of an imaginative space that the viewer is invited to
enter, these are painted with an inverted perspective to suggest the entering of the pictorial space into real
space — serving the fact that these are normally placed in a corner (a feat that of course Tatlin also uses) to
increase the effect of perspective distortion and further suggest that the religious image exists as if in the same
room as those who view it.
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2.View of ‘Primary Structures’ exhibition at the Jewish Museum, New York, 1966, with Donald Judd’s Untitled
(1966), galvanized iron, aluminium, 40x189%x40 inches with 10 inches intervals, on the wall and on the floor,
on the left of the image and further to the right, with Robert Morris’s L-beams (1965), painted plywood,
96x96x24 inches

During the seminal exhibition “Primary Structures: Younger American and British
Sculptors” held at the Jewish Museum in New York in 1966, it became clear how
such a ‘situation’ could be translated into the context of art after modernism in
the West. Judd, one of the participating artists, showed Untitled from the same
year (fig.2) composed of two similar elements, one displayed on the wall, the
other placed on the floor with each made of four repeated units plus a bar on
top, of galvanized iron and aluminium respectively — hence, this is a work that
signals the refusal of representation by giving all its elements a physical

presence in space.

Furthermore, judging from the image provided, if a viewer assumed a position in
front of the work, the two elements must have been perceived as four
undifferentiated cubes separated by equal distances and visually linked on top
by a line of different colour. However, if the same viewer moved towards the
side, the single cube must have appeared as the strongest element, now with
the aluminium bar taking the shape of a hollow tube of square section. In other
words, it would have been difficult to identify a principal viewing position and,

concerning the obijects, difficult to single out the parts or even to identify an
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overpowering element in the set. Moreover, Untitled shows how minimal art
functions in terms of a bodily engagement in detriment to a mental engagement,
achieved by giving the viewer different perspectives from different positions, all
of which were equally important, that provide the latter with a sense of his own

position in space.

This awareness is what functions in support of Minimalism’s ambition to present
the subject to himself — a non-idealized subject that, in the process of opening
up to the context around him, is able to learn things in time (marking a clear
effort led by minimalist sculptors to break with an autonomous, centred subject).
What this signifies is that the viewer is the condition of the meaning of the work,
which is not found internally in the artwork but is instead structured externally on
site; that being the case, the stability of meaning is also questioned by the
variety of different, equally relevant, views. One immediate result of this is that
artworks become more explicitly dependent on the viewing conditions and,
borrowing from Morris, that taking relations out of work and making them “a
function of space, light and the viewer’s field of vision” produces, in turn, “less

self-important works”®.

Besides the dismissal of representation, Untitled also reveals the intention to
move away from hierarchy and part-by-part sculpture towards forms perceived
as a whole; argued at the time to be the key to abandoning the imaginary and
the individuality of one’s encounter with a sculptural object. In addition,
Minimalism’s inherent refusal of medium specificity is in a way also signalled by
the fact that the two elements do not change, be it on the wall, as is traditionally

associated with painting, or on the floor, commonly associated with sculpture.

The dissolution of hierarchy in Minimalism, as discussed above and referenced
here in terms of whole-orientated preoccupations, further translates as a break
from composition seen as a historical formula for organizing meaning (the sort of
linear implication that is typical in art works that depend on narrative, the use of

references or those that are constituted in terms of part-by-part relations)31.

30 These ideas are the very basis for the conceit of an expanded sculptural object, which Morris developed in
“Notes on Sculpture, Part 27, first published in 1966, and that appears later, in 1979 to be precise, in Krauss’s
“Sculpture in the Expanded Field”. For the citations and Krauss’s essay see: Robert Morris, “Notes on
Sculpture part 2” in David Hulks, Alex Potts, Jon Wood. eds., Modern Sculpture Reader, 238. Rosalind E.
Krauss, “Sculpture in the Expanded Field” in Rosalind E. Krauss, The Originality of the Avant-Garde and other
Modernist Myths, Cambridge, MIT Press, 1986, 276-290

31 Throughout “Specific Objects”, it becomes clear that part of the argument behind the opposition to illusion
and composition is also to do with an attempt to distance the ‘new work’ from the European tradition of art.
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What again underlines the claim about Minimalism as a public form of art - with
the removal of the hierarchic forms of organizing meaning and any forms of pre-
knowledge as requirements for understanding works — is that once organized in
terms of a whole, as is found in Untitled, the difference both on the level of
objects and on the level of the viewing experience, seems to be cancelled out by
reporting exclusively to a form of external engagement that activates only
aspects common to an undifferentiated viewer. In summary, insofar as breaking
with the pictorial space and hierarchical forms of organizing meaning,
individually known images were also dismissed to suggest the possibility of a
communal perception. Indifference seems also to be at the heart of the
Minimalist artist’s claim that Minimalism as a genre was a public form of art in
terms of the engagement with the work, the work itself, and the undifferentiation

of viewers.

Dance is another good example to understand some general implications of
Minimalism. During the 1960s, the Judson Dance Theater developed a new
concept of dance based on ordinary movement involving gestures with no
‘interior meaning’, or ‘task performance’ as it ended up being called, the
principles of which Morris used for the famous collaborative piece Site
performed in 1964. Here he moved several boards of plywood around a stage,
describing these movements in a way similar to that of any other common
worker; leading, upon removal of the last board, to the apparition of Carolee
Schneemann, enacting the position of the painted figure in Manet’s Olympia,
from 1863, thus more importantly suggesting an unmediated presence of a
woman stripped of any forms of visual illusion. As Krauss states in a catalogue
essay published much later in 1994, in that moment Schneemann joined “ her
body to the anti-illusionism expressed in the very idea of a dance of ordinary
movement as well as that refusal of interiority in painting that would become the
manifesto of Minimalism, whether in Morris’s own ‘Notes on Sculpture’ or

y 32

Donald Judd’s essay ‘Specific Objects

The performance allows us two main considerations. Firstly, again we have the

refusal of illusionism, which at this time is explained to us through a metaphor of

Here is an example: “Three dimensions are real space. That gets rid of the problem of illusionism and of literal
space, space in and around marks and colours - which is riddance of one of the salient and most objectionable
relics of European art” in Donald Judd, “Specific Objects” in David Hulks, Alex Potts, Jon Wood. eds., Modern
Sculpture Reader, 218

32 Rosalind E. Krauss “The Mind/Body Problem: Robert Morris in series” AA.VV. Robert Morris. The
Mind/Body Problem. New York: Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum. 1994, 6
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painting. In fact, anti-illusionism appears as an attempt to answer the problems
raised by the immateriality of something produced by marks on a bidimensional
plane and that exists only as a visual suggestion. So what is now literally
illustrated is that, conceptually, Minimalism is established in the passage from
the pictorial space to the real space, or in other words, that it is rooted in a
painterly understanding of art. As Judd suggests: “The new work obviously
resembles sculpture more than it does painting, but it is nearer to painting” *.
Secondly, we also have a refusal of anthropomorphism that, if before it was felt
in terms of form, here it takes the side of gesture, or, a certain emptying out of
gesture (repeated, for example, in the evacuation of the manual from processes
of making objects), that in turn makes it clear that the critique of interiority also
applies to the subject at play in Minimalism — one whose conceptualization

corresponds as it were, to the emptying of the body.

Now focusing on the theoretical background of minimal art, if we consider the
importance of the arguments developed around the viewing experience, it is
clear why phenomenology, and in particular Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology,
was so important: “Viewing was envisaged by him, [Merleau-Ponty] not as the
self-contained activity of a disembodied eye, but as embedded within the body
and inextricably bound up with a broader situation of the body within the

physical environment.”**.

However, alongside the framework of phenomenology, one can appreciate that
the notion of objectivity occupies a chief position within the territory of
Minimalism’s conceptual markers, for it forms the basis for a distinction between
concreteness and illusion. In fact, objectivity did at some point emerge as a
central conceptual support for Minimalism’s political claims of working within a
framework of depersonalized experience of art, and the need to presuppose the
beholder's mindset. It does this through a principle that prevents the possibility
to imaginatively, that is individually, recompose artworks - a scenario which

Merleau-Ponty’s idea of creative viewing was unable to suspend®.

33 in Donald Judd, “Specific Objects” in David Hulks, Alex Potts, Jon Wood Jon. eds., Modern Sculpture
Reader, 216

11 Here | am quoting from Alex Potts who discusses the impact that Merleau-Ponty’s theory of
phenomenology had on the intellectual development behind Minimalism, in Alex Potts, The Sculptural
Imagination. Figurative, Modernism, Minimalism, London, Yale University Press, 2009, 208

35 There was always a contradiction between phenomenology and objectivity. Not so much that the first might
be falsely associated with a subjective experience - in an individualistic sense - but because it defines a
symbiosis between the self and the world which the latter denies.

31



Reading across references, the one-directional movement between object and
subject implicit in the notion of sense-data, a notion that entered the vocabulary
of minimal art through the influence of Wittgenstein, seems to have resolved the
contradiction between phenomenology and objectivity over a short period of
time. A period that allowed a transition from phenomenology to post-
structuralism and then to structural linguistics as the main theoretical references
for Minimalism from the mid-1960s onwards. This in turn, established language
and critical analysis as principles for an unequivocal assertion of meaning and,
precisely, the objective means to distinguish between knowing and believing®.
In Krauss’s own account: “The implementation of the Word is public; | either use

it correctly or | don’t” ¥, or:

to reduce the ‘mental’ to ‘language’ is to transform
the presumed privacy of thinking into the public
medium of speech and the logic of propositions. It is
as well to exchange the mysterious domain of what
can be known only to the knower for the overt

space of shared events *

The influence of objectivity as a principle behind the development of Minimalism
can also be identified with reference to the idea of art criticism as centred
around judgment. This approach, typical of Greenberg’s criticism, lost its
prevalence to theories developed by Judd, Morris, Krauss, and those
associated. As the latter points out in the introduction to The originality of the
Avant-Garde and Other Modernist Myths, these took the influence of
Structuralism and Post-structuralism to exchanged judgment for method, and
replace the goal of asserting value through the historical reading of formal
ruptures and continuities - which is typical of the first kind of criticism - for the
analysis of the structures of signification materially integrated in the works of

art. Artworks, that in being increasingly developed in a state of symbiosis with

36 Whilst the influence of French thought continued to be felt in the works of Barthes, Foucault, Saussure, or
Lacan (explicitly in writings of Krauss), Wittgenstein is perhaps the single author whose philosophical
vocabulary most appealed to artists, theorists and critics during this period. Alex Potts, for instance, notes that:
“By the end of the 1960s, artists or art critics looking to ground their analysis philosophically, and seeking
alternatives to traditional rationalist or positivist models, tended to return to Wittgenstein rather than to the
French exisentialists or phenomenologists. With this insistence on the centrality of an understanding of
language to a conceptually informed critical analysis, Wittgenstein became the thinking artist's and critic’s
philosopher” Alex Potts, The Sculptural Imagination. Figurative, Modernism, Minimalism, 210. For a more
complete account of the series of substitutions of philosophical references during this time see: Ibid., 206-213
37 Rosalind E. Krauss, “The Mind/Body Problem: Robert Morris in series” in AA.VV., Robert Morris, The
Mind/Body Problem, 6

38 Ibid., p. 4
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art criticism — it is significant that a lot of artists were also accomplished writers -
tended to facilitate an objective, non-historical analysis, by means of
establishing (and exposing) the criteria of their own signification within its
physical structures®. A feat connected to the notion of verification in

Minimalism, which | will discuss later.

Lastly, reflecting on the implications of an experience that is located between an
intellectual and emotional response, such as that of viewing a minimalist art
work, through the logic of linguistic propositions, seems to require the means to
legitimize such object without imposing the conceptual limitations of an
experiencing self. This can perhaps explain why Minimalism developed, once
again in Krauss’s view, along a parallel between “a need of certain artists to
explore the externality of language and therefore of meaning”, with “the project
in the work of other sculptors: the discovery of the body as a complete
externalization of Self.”*® This is a formulation that, if we consider the movement
as defined by its initial dismissal of representation and the autonomy of the
work, passing by the decentring of the subject and arriving at the introduction of
language, appears to take the shape of a mature theoretical understanding of

minimal art.

The exposition here would not be complete without a note or two about the
unexpected direction minimal art took. In “The Cultural Logic of the Late
Capitalist Museum”, written in 1990 in a clearly post-Minimalism context, Krauss
delivers both an overarching survey and a re-evaluation of the movement. On
the one hand, she maintains that Minimalism offered a compensatory

experience; some instant of bodily plenitude in a world of fast industrialization *'.

39 Right at the end of the introduction to The originality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist Myths, a book
that like others from the author organizes and collects previously published essays, Krauss writes:
“Postmodernist Art enters this terrain (the theoretical domain of structuralism and poststructuralist analysis)
openly. And it is this phenomenon, born of the last two decades, that in turn, has opened critical practice,
overtly, onto method.” In Rosalind E. Krauss, The originality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist Myths, 6.
40 The quote here is taken from “Sense and Sensibility: Reflection on Post ‘60s Sculpture”. An essay originally
published in 1973, where Krauss reflects on the continuity between minimal and post-minimal art and in
particular on how the latter continues to reject history as a source of meaning. The argument is established on
general lines and although Krauss spends a bit more time reflecting, with no specific detail, on the work of
Roberto Morris and Richard Serra, a large numbers of other artists are mentioned therein. The expression
“other sculptors” is left, one could say adequately, with no specific reference. The essay can be found in
Rosalind E. Krauss “Sense and Sensibility: Reflection on Post '60s Sculpture” in James Meyer, ed.,
Minimalism, London, Phaidon, 2000, 256

41 “(...) the Minimalist subject is in this very displacement returned to its body, regrounded in a kind of richer,
denser subsoil of experience than the paper-thin layer of an autonomous visuality that had been the goal of
optical painting. And thus this move is, we could say, compensatory, an act of reparation to a subject whose
everyday experience is one of increasing isolation, reification, specialization, a subject who lives under the
conditions of advanced industrial culture as an increasingly instrumentalized being. It is to this subject that
Minimalism in an act of resistance to the serialization, stereotyping, and banalizing of commodity production,
holds out a promise of some instant of bodily plenitude in a gesture of compensation that we recognize as
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On the other hand, she states that Minimalism is now being used in the service

of capital.

The text begins in a typically ‘Kraussian’ style by making the argument ever
more eloquent through a form of writing that places the reader alongside Krauss
as she walks through an exhibition of minimalist works from the Panza
Collection, where many of her “old friends”, as she calls the works, “triumphantly
fill vast suites of galleries, having muscled everything else off the walls” *.
Confessing to be happy at first, she continues to communicate resentment, for
she explains, a revision of Minimalism, and particularly the sort of spatial
relations that it introduces, is now being used to reconfigure the museum
according to the logic of late capitalism. This being, the type of museum that as
she recognizes in the Guggenheim group, which is made to fit the needs of, as
well as working to produce, a “subject in search not of affect but of intensities™,
leading her to ask if it is possible that “a movement that wished to attack
commodification and tecnhologization somehow always already carried the

»d4

codes of those very conditions™”, only to conclude a few pages later that:

With Minimalism, the potential was already there
that not only would the object be caught up in the
logic of commodity production, a logic that would
overwhelm its specificity, but that the subject
projected by Minimalism, would also be
reprogrammed. Which is to say that the Minimalism
subject of “lived bodily experience” — unballasted by
past knowledge and coalescing in the very moment
of its encounter with the object — could, if only
pushed just a little farther, break up entirely into the
utterly fragmented, postmodern subject of
contemporary mass culture. It could even be

suggested that by prizing loose the old ego-

deeply aesthetic” in Rosalind E. Krauss, “The Cultural Logic of the Late Capitalist Museum” in October Vol. 54
n° 104, 9-10

42 Ibid., 3

43 Ibid.,17

44 |bid.,10
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centered subject of traditional art, Minimalism
unintentionally — albeit logically — prepares for that

fragmentation.*

Now, whilst Krauss anticipates part of my argument, what is going to be
discussed next is that the problem of Minimalism is not so much its ‘code’ but its
ambition to present the subject to itself together with self-identical objects. It will
be argued, in other words, that the problem might actually concern what
Minimalism has always left out: the possibility to think about - and inscribe -
notions of the subject beyond “what the subject already is” and about objects of
difference. Suggesting upfront that this has something to do with how
Minimalism is caught in the logic of objectivity, | will now discuss, from a position
influenced by pragmatism and more precisely by Richard Rorty, the limitations

of minimal art from the angle of its subordination to the logic of objectivity.

Minimalism with Pragmatism

Having published his first book Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature*® only in
1979, when Minimalism was conceptually well-structured, one can only imagine
the sort of positive influence Richard Rorty could have had for minimalist artists
with works such as the above — where he argues modern epistemology is
misguided by an idea of the mind as trying to faithfully correspond to a human-
independent external reality; or inversely, the impact that his defense of
narrative, notably in Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity*” from 1989, could have
had for Minimalism’s refusal of narrative. However, despite the absence of a
documented line of influence, his work allows us the possibility of thinking in a

different way about Minimalism.

Rorty’s project is concerned with building an argument for the need to orientate

philosophical debate towards social and political questions. Throughout his

45 Ibid.,12

46 Richard Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature: Thirtieth-Anniversary Edition, Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2009

47 Richard Rorty, Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989
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writings he often returns to Dewey and specifically to his position, maintaining
that western philosophy is conservative by its favouring of stability over change,
the priority of objective truth, and thus producing a system of belief with fixed
values that privilege the leisure class over the producing class. It is with this in
mind that Rorty tries to redefine the philosophical vocabulary, combining the
analytical tradition (following mostly Dewey, precisely) with continental, post-
Nietzschian philosophy (in line with Heidegger and Derrida). He proposes that
we abandon a dualistic view, and the distinction between reality and
appearances together with the epistemological distinction between finding and
making, replacing these for a distinction between the more useful and the less
useful in order to give priority to democracy over philosophy. That is, to dissolve
what keeps philosophical debate and the preoccupations of democracy apart.
To put it another way, in recuperating Nietzsche’s maxim of saying that
philosophy and literature are one and the same, Rorty proposes the task of
attempting to improve the health of our democracies, replacing argument for re-

description - of the way we live- and crucially, to part ways with:

The tradition in western culture which centres
around the notion of search for Truth (...) the
clearest example of the attempt to find a
sense in one’s existence by turning away
from solidarity to objectivity. The idea of Truth
as something to be pursued for its own sake,
not because it will be good for oneself, or for
one’s real or imaginary community, is the

theme of this tradition *8.

Unsurprisingly, my contention is that Minimalism can be associated with this
tradition, an association | propose to explain in three short steps, and then

followed by a longer one.

48 Objectivity is one of the terms that Rorty elaborates on the most. It is frequently found in contrast with the
term solidarity which partially disambiguates the question about relativism that his work is often accused of. A
similar fault may be found in the term irony , which in Rorty’s understanding of the word, relates to the idea
that there is no final vocabulary or narrative, thus, that these can be modified for the benefit of solidarity. Irony
is not merely ‘being ironic’ where ‘everything goes’. Richard Rorty, Objectivity, Relativism and Truth,
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2008, 21
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3.Donald Judd, ‘Untitled’ (1965), aluminium, 8 ¥4 x 253 x 8 % inches

We are already in a position to claim that minimal art is influenced by theories of
knowledge and concerned with problems arising from the discovery of artworks,
that is, with how different aspects of artworks get to be known — problems which
it aims to situate in relation to the possibility of articulating meaning publicly.
From the outset, both aspects were considered important to reinstate and define
a critically invested work of art as one that lends itself as “a way of finding out

what the world’s like” *; in turn, this allows us to say that Minimalism is a

movement that articulates questions of truth.

49 The phrase is a definition of Minimalism originally attributed to Donald Judd. Krauss used it on three
different occasions and | retrieved it from David Raskin’s essay: “Judd’s Moral Art”. See David Raskin, “Judd’s
Moral Art” in Nicholas Serrota eds., Donald Judd, London, Tate Publishing, 2004, 82
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Krauss, for example, often aligns positions in regard to claims of truth. In the

essay “Allusion and lllusion in Donald Judd” *°

, writing about one of Judd’s wall
progressions (fig. 3), she notes that Judd wants to remove both “allusion and
illusion” but that his work has kept both. The frontal view of the piece,
suggesting a mathematical progression, does not clarify the physical condition
of the object, perceived only from the side®'. However, this is seen as a positive
feature because it makes the work depend on the accumulation of views, a

quality Krauss named “lived illusion” and as you may find elsewhere is:

a realisation that she [Krauss] celebrated with a
didactic claim about life ... ‘lived illusion’ rightly
demonstrated that it is the very interplay between a
person and the world that gives meaning to both, that

makes each exist®?.

This would be revised on two different occasions. First, negatively in 1971%,
when Krauss argues that “lived illusion” depends on the private experience of a
singular viewer and therefore offers no certainty of truth. Second, positively in
1973 **, when she stated that “lived illusion” demonstrates that the senses do
not offer access to truth, suggesting that Minimalism is set to work like (and
measured as) a field where the interplay between the subject and the world, and

in particular acts of conscience, can be staged.

In order to make a distinction from the traditional understanding of
correspondence theories of truth, it is possible to say that Minimalism therefore,
relates to what we could perhaps call a correspondence theory of knowledge.

This distinction is made on the basis that, as far as Minimalism is about the
whole preceding the parts and about artworks that stand on their own right, i.e.
in the immediacy of their concrete presence in space, neither a description nor a

sensual expression, then minimal art refuses the very idea of medium and

50 Rosalind E. Krauss “Allusion and lllusion in Donald Judd” in, Artforum, vol. 4, no9 1966

51 Ibid., 24

52 David Raskin, “Judd’s Moral Art” in Nicholas Serrota eds., Donald Judd, 79

53 See Rosalind E. Krauss “Problems of Criticism, X: Pictorial Space and the Question of Documentary” in
Artforum, Vol.10, N° 3 November, 1971

54 see Rosalind E. Krauss, “Sense and Sensibility: Reflections on Post '60s Sculpture”,in Artforum, Vol. 12,
N°3, November 1973
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dissolves a structure-content schema which is unlike any correspondence
theory of truth. However, Minimalism also retains the priority of articulating
questions of truth, as gathered from the use of materials and processes, which
are stripped bare as it were, from anything but themselves, or in the way it
engenders a situation that, in basic terms, produces the conditions for the
viewer to gain awareness of the very process of viewing as a form of knowing

and thus suggesting the idea of a correspondence theory of knowledge.

In other words, Minimalism does not want to correspond to truth. Instead it
claims that minimalist art works ‘are truth’. However, it does stage the process of
acquiring knowledge and constructing meaning (under the principle that
meaning is unstable), firstly by offering an empiricist ‘way of knowing’, and
secondly, by corresponding to a behaviourist version of language that
understands meaning not in terms of mental concepts but in the ability to use
words. In the case of Minimalism, it is always in relation to an after-linguistic
inquiry which makes it possible to undermine the object as a container of
meaning whilst providing the means to an external determination of both object
and viewing experience — according to how these correspond to, and in a way,
resolve specific versions of philosophical problems, such as the process of

acquiring knowledge, the nature of meaning, or the mind/body problem.

To return for a moment to Rorty, in Objectivity, Relativism and Truth *°, he
reasons that most western philosophy takes truth to be a relationship between
representation and reality, leading to the question of how truth is determined. He
speaks of two systems of thought: ‘idealism’ and ‘realism’. For an idealist it is
representation, or an image in the mind that establishes reality and thus
determines truth, while for realists, truth is determined by the case of a given
object, or reality, that informs representation®. Rorty calls both
“representationalists”: examples of a tradition that is obsessed with pursuing
truth for its own sake, and so investing in the discovery of images as possible
explanations. He uses the term representation as part of a philosophical and
scientific lexicon, not in an artistic sense (a distinction that will require further
attention), but the term is nonetheless useful to the discussion at this point when

attempting to describe the relationship between a given object, or reality, and a

55 Richard Rorty, Objectivity, Relativism and Truth, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2008. The first
out of the four volumes that make the series “Philosophical papers” — a series published between 1991 and
2008

56 See ibid.,1-17
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situation that claims to demonstrate it. This theory provides a method to
describe Minimalism as a representationalist system and within that, as a project
that is essentially concerned with realism. Not because it presents the
appearances of an object or isolated ideas, but because it engenders a situation
that wants to correspond to the way a person interacts with the world: it wants to

be representative of the process of knowing.

Inversely, we cannot align Minimalism with idealism because it is not assumed
that the nature of this process can be modified. In fact, this is a distinction that
also holds in terms of the viewing experience, an experience which is not
predetermined by mental representations, but rather, as discussed in more
detail further ahead, one that inevitably asks its subjects to produce a mental

and objective image of the reality that such an experience is.

In Summary, Minimalism can be inscribed in a line of thought that believes we
cannot represent truth without betraying truth, because representation involves
a game of simulation and substitution, but that in the name of truth, we must
gain awareness of acts of conscience. This in turn means that, in trying to break
with the appearance of truth, Minimalism has kept truth as a priority; that whilst
its attack on representation is set out from a distinction between appearance
and reality, and is indeed able to break with ‘appearances’, it remains
conceptually hostage to the distinction between the two. Rorty’s definition of
representationalism makes it possible to say that the minimalist anti-aesthetic
approach to reality relates to what | have called, a correspondence theory of

knowledge, that is, a representationist system of the very process of knowing.

For the second step, we need to exchange the question of truth, which could
easily lead the argument into a black hole, for another concept that is close
enough to continue within this avenue: the idea of verification, which appears in
Minimalism, so to speak, in a fold. On one side, we can recognise the way in
which a minimalist artwork is designed to suppress difference and cancel part-
by-part relations for the benefit of the whole. Because of this, artworks become

objects where in reality we cannot really say that something happens besides
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ocular variations produced by different positions of viewing. On the other side,
Minimalism foregrounds the viewer’s finding out about the work, suggesting the
most important aspect to discover is the fact that there is indeed, something to
be found — measured in terms of formal variations that motivate the viewer to
continue looking. This makes it possible to say, therefore, that Minimalism is
related to the process of knowing through verification, and because verification
(of the verifiable) is the condition of the viewing experience — what animates the
lively bodily engagement and provides the moving awareness of one’s relative
position in space — then all Minimalism effectively does is to produce conditions

of verification.

In connection to this Ralph Perry, an influential thinker for Judd, maintains that:
“In the theory of value it is this object, [referring to an abstract object] and not
the acts of judgment themselves, which is primarily in question” °’. This follows
Judd’s own conclusion that a work of art “needs only to be interesting.”*® Now,
although it is not clear what Judd means by ‘interesting’, the answer is not too
far away since if we are to consider how minimal art and specifically Judd’s own
work abandons mental concepts, then ‘interesting’ is not only about the absence
of judgement, but it is also about perception without concepts, from where it can

be gathered that ‘interesting’ must be what keeps the viewer looking.

Untitled from 1969 (fig. 4), for example, is a progression that most people, |
imagine, would find visually appealing. It is formed by four open elements (each
48x60x60 inches) displayed linearly and separated in consistent intervals of 12
inches. The appearance of the work shifts from a group of solid forms to near
absence, with each unit being constructed with four planes of anodized
aluminium, layered with dark blue plexiglass inside. The work can be seen both
as an object, or objects, and as space, since each element communicates with
the spatial context around it and overall resists a definition of interior or exterior
as well as refusing the notion of sculpture in terms of a core. It is also worth

noting that units are displayed along a line with the open ends facing each other

57 Ralph Perry was president of the American Philosophical Association, a professor at Harvard for nearly fifty
years, as well as student, editor and biographer of William James. Having been an influential figure for Judd,
he is quoted here for the catalogue essay of the artist’s retrospective at Tate in 2004 (see below). As student
of James, Perry is often associated with the theorists of Pragmatism Yet, as indicated by this quotation, his
thought is radically different from that of Rorty, who throughout his work argued for the importance of
continuous forms of judgment (as evaluation of vocabularies) David Raskin, “Judd’s Moral Art” in Nicholas
Serrota eds., Donald Judd, 85.

58 Donald Judd, “Specific Objects” in David Hulks, Alex Potts, Jon Wood Jon. eds., Modern Sculpture Reader,
218
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so that the whole presents itself as ‘seeing through’ without being a real

passage.

So although there are actually that many different elements to see, plenty can
be said about the act of seeing which only confirms Judd’s point that: “The thing
as a whole, its quality as a whole, is what is interesting”. Where different
elements exist, they do so only to produce a rich perceptual field, and therefore
‘interesting’ is as much what keeps one looking as what keeps one doubting —
the very condition that brings the viewer, who knows things (only) moment by
moment, into a process of infinite verification, that is, always doubting and
verifying what lies around; a process that is key to producing the perceptive

awareness one associates with Minimalism described by Potts, as he reads

from Fried, as a moment “located firmly in the potentially endlessly looping
” 59

experience of viewing

4.Donald Judd, Untitled (1969), anodized aluminium, blue plexiglass, each unit 48x60x60 inches at a constant
distance of 12 inches

59 Alex Potts, The Sculptural Imagination, Figurative, Modernism, Minimalism, 198
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To summarize, the minimalist object translates the claim to objectivity into a
form of verification — the verification of its own objectivity that in turn produces a
neutral space where nothing happens beside the awareness of the viewing
itself; its only task is to put together a rich perceptual field where the viewer is
not completely unlike the figure of the sceptic — someone who doubts
everything, but spends their life trying to find a way to verification. In turn,
viewing could be described as the experience of verifying the verifiable (which is
a kind of minimum truth), a pursuit which we can conclude has no purpose other

than itself.

The third step is a move into questions of making. Here the connection | am
trying to establish between minimal art and objectivity manifests itself in the
industrial ethos of the first — where we can again recognize an attempt to break
with forms of illusion, symbolic value and the idea of works of art as
commodities: an attempt thought to be possible by the very process of industrial
fabrication and how it breaks with objects conceived in terms of originality. In
connection to how the industrial aspect of Minimalism lends itself to the process
of museological commodity production, there is not much to add to what Krauss
has already said, as mentioned earlier with reference to “The Cultural Logic of
the Late Capitalist Museum”, and therefore this topic will not be addressed
directly. It is more productive to look instead into the implications of the model of
objectivity (especially with regard to the applicability and reproduction of abstract

diagrams) as it pertains to an absent model of agency.

To begin with, we know that objectivity is the condition of what is exterior to
subjective forms of apprehending the world typical, in short, of a subject-of-
conscience that tries to relate to what is independent of himself without altering
it (to change it would mean to be unfaithful to it). This again brings to mind the
idea of a correspondence theory of knowledge that is in fact similar to what
Dewey, in The Quest for Certainty, has called a “spectator theory of knowledge”,
which evokes objectivity as a system that places an impediment to the

dissolution of what separates the order of knowledge and a knowing subject,
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adding a sense of distance and the suggestion of relations of power, all singly

captured in the term spectator.

In terms of the association between this and Minimalism, we might think for
instance, of Judd’'s artworks as a whole. They are thoroughly planned and
executed with a spatial and temporal distance between the two moments, that
hence define a mode of production where the works ‘do not become’, because
they, as it were, already pre-exist, in the planning. Minimalism, we can conclude,
operates through planning a de-situated practice within the framework of
objectivity that does not allow for a model of agency beyond the moment of an
abstract conception. Or for difference to be introduced during making — a real
difference, that is, that has not been planned or predetermined by industrial
processes of fabrication and a logical priority use of construction methods and

the plane.

But indifference is not a rule in an absolute sense since variations take place
here and there. An example can be found in the installation at Marfa 700
Untitled Works in Mill Aluminum (1982-1986) where each of the 100 objects that
comprise the installation has the same outer dimensions (41x51x72 inches), but
a unique configuration within those limits. That being said, and in continuation of
the example, the limitations of the industrial model of production are still present
because singularity is not introduced, and crucially, difference is not a significant
difference. Why? Because what makes each object distinct does not produce
difference within the installation as a whole inasmuch as the difference of the

first is dissolved into the whole of the second to which it does not add meaning.

In parallel, to the consequences of an industrial model on the level of objects,
we can also recognize other problems associated with the separation between
thinking and making. Since making is seen as mere execution, there is not only
the question of difference not being introduced, but a hierarchy that is
established between thinking and making, which in turn raises political questions

concerning the value attributed to different activities and different social groups.

However, it needs to be said that, in the context of Minimalism, the indifference
of making is not part of an intentional attempt to establish thinking as having a
higher value to making, and even less so as an attempt to downgrade industrial

works. And in fact, we know of the identification that artists and factory workers
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shared at the time®. The emptying out of the significance of making in
(archetypal) minimal art has to do with the search for the means to achieve a
public determination of meaning which, as discussed earlier, seems to ask for
the erasure of gestural and formal anthropomorphism. However, the separation
between the two moments, that of thinking an object and that of making an
object, works to reproduce the conditions that have established a social
hierarchy and a division of activities in the first place; in the broader context of
the social distribution of activities leading to the production of a piece by Judd,
for example, that enact the division (overlapping with the notion of objectivity)

between thinking and making.

Another political mishap here is that in parallel to the argument that states
indifference as the key to a democratic form of art, as pointed out before in
relation to the viewing experience and the absence of difference in objects, the
idea of democracy has a necessity for difference simply because democracy
cannot be thought of in terms of a totalizing whole that cancels out the possibility
for the ‘parts’ to introduce some form of significant difference (which, in effect,
seems contrary to the levelling out and cancelling of part-whole relations in

Minimalism). | will come back to this throughout the text.

Now, coming together under the influence of the critique mounted throughout
the 1960s, with reference to the notion of author and intentionality, specifically
through Roland Barthes’ dissolution of the author’'s mastery of meaning into the
context of reception and Foucault’'s association between the author and the

disciplinary order®!, the question of making in Minimalism, or in this case doing,

60 It is possible to establish a connection between a significant number of artists associated with the New York
art scene during the 1960s and 1970s, who often experienced life with financial limitations, and perhaps
therefore able to identify with the working classes. Furthermore, artists incorporated aspects of industrial work
into artistic production. One particular example is that of Richard Serra, who maintained a long and engaged
relationship with metallurgic workers (his father worked in San Francisco shipyard and during a period in his
life Serra himself worked in steel mills), a relationship that influenced his artistic work in formal and obviously in
material terms and that one might also recognize in the way Serra’s work seeks to undermine the relation
between gesture and meaning as a way to translate an absent identification between blue collar workers and
the nature and product of their work (Industrial techniques can also be found in, for example, Chris Burden and
his Honest Labour ,1979, and Franck Stella and his use of industrial paint and industrial-like techniques of
transferring paint onto the canvas as anticipated in bodies of work such as Black Paintings, 1959-1960).
Steelmill/Stahlwerk, a documentary from 1979 made in collaboration with Clara Weyergraf, Serra’s future wife,
exemplifies this well by showing the construction of an artwork whilst focusing mostly on the de-humanizing
working conditions experienced by steel workers involved. This is perhaps Serra’s most direct and explicit
attempt to find the means to empathize with workers by giving them visibility. Certainly, one may accuse Serra
of developing work that problematically depends of those very same conditions, but not of ignoring nor of not
respecting them. For more about the film Serra’s relation with industry, see: Annette Michelson, “The films of
Richard Serra: An Interview” in Richard Serra, Clara Weyergraf, Richard Serra: Interviews, Etc. 1970-1980,
New York, The Hudson River Museum, 1980, 93-117.

61 | rely on the analyses of Krauss who in “Who Comes After the Subject?”, in which the author selects
Barthes and Foucault as the main theoretical references for the conceptualization of the minimalist subject,
namely through the seminal “The Death of the Author” from the first and ‘What is an Author?’ from the second.
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has another side. This is particularly expressive in a later phase of Morris’s
minimalist period that involves the inverse to planning and therefore not the

same type of objectivity but one that continues to refuse a model of agency.

By the time the fourth and last part of “Notes on Sculpture” was published - the
part where Morris is more critical of the institutionalization of art and of the
commodity status of art works as finished products-, his attention had shifted
from the idea of the gestalt ® and an earlier minimalist understanding of
sculpture, one that maintains a “figure-ground relation” ®, towards process,
materials and anti-form. Describing a movement that Lucy Lippard would later

»64

call the “Dematerialisation of the art object™, or in Morris’s own terms,

“sculpture as field”, that is: sculpture that takes “the conditions of the visual field

itself (figures excluded) and uses these as structural basis for the art” %°.

Rosalind E Krauss. “Who Comes After the Subject?” in Rosalind E. Krauss, Perpetual Inventory, London, MIT
Press, 2010, 257-263

62 Notably in Notes on Sculpture part 1, Morris uses the term gestalt for shape in line with the principles of
Gestalt psychology - that argues the human mind tends to organize the visual world by forming perceptual
wholes. For more see: Roberto Morris, “Notes on Sculpture, Part 1” in Robert Morris, Continuous Projected
Altered Daily. The Writings of Robert Morris, 6-8

63 The complete citation reads: “So-called Minimal art fulfilled the project of reconstituting art as objects while
at the time sharing the same perceptual condition as figurative sculpture. Both objects and figures in real
space maintain a figure-ground relation” in Robert Morris, “Notes on Sculpture Part 4” in Robert Morris,
Continuous Projected Altered Daily. The Writings of Robert Morris, Cambridge, The MIT Press, 1995, 54

64 In Lucy Lippard, Six Years: The Dematerialization of the Art Object from 1966 to 1972, University of
Califérnia Press, 1997

65 Robert Morris, “Notes on Sculpture Part 4” in Robert Morris, Continuous Projected Altered Daily. The
Writings of Robert Morris, 57
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5. Robert Morris, views of and diagram for, Untitled [Stadium] (1967), eight units in total, fibreglass, four
48x60%4x60%4 inches, four 48x48x48 inches

6. Robert Morris, Untitled (scatter piece) 1968-69, as recreated in 2010 at Leo Castelli Gallery, New York,
copper, aluminium, zinc, brass, lead, steel, felt
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Initiated by investigations into the instability of shape in works such as Stadium
from 1967 (fig. 5), made of interchangeable elements that Morris would
rearrange into different configurations, this phase arrives at a more mature
stage with the now iconic Continuous Project Altered Daily, exhibited alongside
Untitled (Scatter Piece) 1968-1969 at Leo Castelli Gallery warehouse in New
York in 1969. Two works that marked the moment when Morris clearly distanced
himself from the preceding period, with explorations into gravity, formlessness
and, to use a colloquial expression, the random distribution of ‘stuff. This
allowed him to move away from the concentration and homogeneity found
inobjects and figures, i.e. away from isolated things and towards dispersion and
heterogeneity, or precisely, in the direction of the visual field itself — a distinction
that Morris maintains is the same as what separates a figurative mode from a
landscape mode®. However, dismissing the figurative logic by breaking
withfigure/ground relation is of course, not the same as cancelling the staging of
the body. In an oeuvre, which is fundamentally theatrical, Morris’ is defined

67

around the viewer’'s body, and crucially, around his own °’, which brings us

again, to questions of making and then later, to the viewer’s body.

Untitled (Scatter Piece) 1968-69 (fig. 6) was recreated in 2010 once again at
Leo Castelli Gallery . Similarly to its original version, it was made of felt and
metal pieces distributed in equal part throughout the gallery. The felts
corresponded to the shape of the metals before bending, which in turn were
made of copper, aluminium, zinc, brass, lead or steel. Morris followed the
original plans to fabricate the elements, plans had been determined by chance
operations: coin tosses and numbers taken from a phone book that determined
the length; width and thickness of each element and whether it was to be flat or

bent at a right angle once or twice.

That same year Richard Kalina, who had been sitting behind the front desk at
Leo Castelli warehouse during the original exhibition, published a text in Art in
America ®. Here he writes of an episode from 1969 when Richard Serra entered

the room containing the piece Continuous Project Altered Daily, and without

66 Ibid.

67 Column,1960, | box, 1962, War, 1963, Site, 1964, Waterman switch, 1965, and his infamous
sadomasochism-inspired poster for Leo Castelli Gallery (1974) are all works that mark a strong presence of
Morris’s body in his own oeuvre.

68 The work was recreated at Leo Castelli, which by 2010 had changed location.

69 Much of the information here is owed to this essay: Richard Kalina, “Robert Morris: The order of disorder” in
Art in América, N° 5, May 2010, 65-68
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permission started “kicking things around much like a kid does to a tempting pile

» 70

of leaves gleefully justifying this act by saying that it wouldn’t matter. And it

didn’t, as Kalina says, Morris would arrive later that day and notice nothing.

In fact, Morris himself told the gallery director that his hand was not necessary in
the making of the piece; that either she, or a group of eight-year-olds, could
arrange the work. This, of course, is coherent with the critique of authorship and
intentionality that we recognize in Minimalism, where the issue at work is the
subject, or more precisely, the attempt to erase the personal aspect of the
subject. Morris effectively achieved this by removing choice and purpose, thus
the work is a negative intent or the equivalent to indifference. Things were put
together in such a random way that any residual possibility of distinguishing the
important from the irrelevant was lost and whatever Morris would add or change
would make no difference. So although the reading of Continuous Project
Altered Daily is determined by a coherent theoretical production’’, the artwork
itself cancels any possibility of producing meaning, be it on the level of the
artwork or on the level of the subject at play, both in viewing and in making. It
shows, or rather confirms, the fate of Minimalism as working to produce a
subject that is incapable of meaningful actions and artworks without a capacity

to introduce difference.

All this comes in line with a text that Morris published in 1970 titled, “Some
Notes on the Phenomenology of Making: The Search for Motivated” ?, where he
argues that it is critical to evacuate intentionality from art and turn the process of
making into an end in itself — a move we can align with the principles of so-
called Process Art. But not only that, he also argues about the importance of
using chance operations, much like those mentioned above, in order to replace
intention and what he calls, arbitrary reasons such as taste. The problem is that
chance operations come with a free-flowing energy that he calls “the motivated”,
or a motivation without object, which is not only free from intention but serves no

necessity: this is the other type of objectivity. Retrieving from a process of

70 Ibid., 68

71 The fact that writing is what gives some coherence to Morris’s rather dispersive oeuvre seems relevant,
particularly in relation to the works being discussed and the publication of “Anti-Form” and “Some Notes on the
Phenomenology of Making: The Search for the Motivated”. Robert Morris, “Anti-Form” in Artforum, vol. 6, April
1968, 33-35. Robert Morris, “Some Notes on the Phenomenology of Making: The Search for the Motivated” in
Artforum, vol. 8, April 1970, 62-66.

72 First published in Artforum in 1970, “Some Notes on the Phenomenology of Making: The Search for
Motivated” was republished in 1993 in Robert Morris, Continuous Project Altered Daily: The Writings of Robert
Morris, London, MIT Press, 1993
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making decisions leaves the space open, as Stanley Cavell has observed, to a

return to a sort of superior order, to an elsewhere determination:

The invocation of chance is like an earlier artist’s
invocation of the muse, and serves the same
purpose: to indicate that his work comes not from
him, but through him — its validity or authority is
not a function of his own powers or intentions.
Speaking for the muse, however, was to give
voice to what all men share, or all would hear;
speaking through chance forgoes a voice

altogether — there is nothing to say "

The final step may be the most abstract of all four. If we return for a moment to
the question of fabrication, we could defend Minimalism in terms of its
acknowledgment of making, pointing out that there are numerous cases where
there is an obv