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A CRITICAL GLOSSARY OF SPACE AND SCULPTURE
By Eva Diaz

Though the twentieth century feels distant at moments,
many artists included In Unmonumental are, to this day,
metabolizing the formal and political ambitions of
modernism in order to represent the complexity of con-
temporary 11fe. This project ol looking backwards to see
a glimmer of the now, of thinking historically 1in the

present, is a key motivation for this critical glossary..

ASSEMBLAGE: Amassed rather than fabricated or mass-
produced, bricolage 1is an improvised object, composed
by trial and error out of the materials at hand. Allan
Kaprow’s 1966 compendium Assemblage, Environments
and Happenings described assemblage as a concept of
collaged sculpture much like that of bricolage and
introduced the idea that sculpture was on a trajec-
tory towards process, performance and soclal events.®
Assemblage, as such a grouping of disparate objects,
was a starting point in a series of contexts tele-
scoping out of the single, unitary and materilally
homogeneous object that defined much previous sculpture.

Rather than belng cause for alarm, the elimination of
distinctions between media changed the nature of what
was understood as art. Art was henceforth accepted as
a relationship of space to an ever-shifting environ-
ment. As a side effect of this revolutlion in spatial
relatlions, objects once ignored as extraneous to art
production could be consldered as part of a work of
art, as could social relations, which were once seen
as superfluous.

ATLAS: The concept of the atlas as a collection of
Juxtaposed images, not merely, as in typlcal English
usage, a set of maps, 1s galning prominence in the
growlng reassessment of the work of Aby Warburg.

A German soclal anthropologist, photographer and
influential art historlan, Warburg worked on a series
of moveable pilcture panels that could be placed in
various spatial relationships — sometimes arranged

as sculptural objJects propped against one another —
which he called the Mnemosyne Atlas. The screens con-
tained reproductions of famous art-historical works,
various antique and modern maps, astrological charts,
photographs of festivals and technological diagrams.
They were organized not by stylistic continuity, but
rather by thematic correspondences or common his-
torical transformations. Together the panels formed

a networked relationship encompassing a sweeping
field of inquiry — the entirety of human memory .

Warburg was attempting to preserve connections
between things that were being threatened with a rel-
ativistic leveling of commodity culture that sucked
out meaning in favor of consumption. He explored the
merits of the endless technological reproduction of
images (his Atlas contained mostly photographs, not
original works) that others had warned would lead to

a degradation of mnemonle retention. The Mnemosyne

Atlas contrasted images to create a scholarly archive

that was as eluslve as it was partial and fragmentary,

CRITERIA: The critic Clement Greenberg once argued

that “a stretched or tacked up canvas already exists
as a pleture — though not necessarlly a successful
one.”? Michael Fried approvingly quoted Greenberg in
his 1967 Artforum article “Art and Objecthood.” The
essay represented Fried’s watchful effort to define
the limits of artistic practice in an attempt to
fight the incursion of Minimalist arguments favoring
the machine-produced “specific object” advocated

by Donald Judd. In his article, Fried (in)famously
termed Minimal art “theatrical” and reiterated
Greenberg’s belief in the preeminence of composition
and atemporality as the ontologlcal conditions of
modernist art.

Fried revisited Greenberg’s reference to the
tacked-up canvas to reinforce the important codicil
that such a work is “not necessarily a successful
one.” The term “success” 1s cruclal. It insists that
criteria for Judging a work do exist, that is to

say that art has not slipped into a deskllled, any-
thing-goes arbitrariness. Here Fried reslists Robert
Rauschenberg’s insertion of seemingly random elements
in his sculptural Combines. (Rauschenberg claimed in
1959, “A pair of socks is no less sultable to make a
painting than with wood, nails, turpentine, oil and
fabric.”)? Fried’s notion of “success” indicates that
Judgment is qualitative, not universal, and that the
measure for making declslons about the success or lack
of success of works of art i1s one of taste. For there
1s no objective reason why a painting should avoid the
dimensionality of sculpture or relief, or why pailntings
and sculptures should evade narrative assoclations.

DESKILL: “There are no more geniuses. We are finally

free of these malevolent dummies.”' French artist
Jean Dubuffet’s 1945 attack on intellectualilsm and
exceptionalism was nothing less than a sweeping con-
demnation of culture itself. Couched in a language
of radical democracy, Dubuffet’s Art Brut, or “crude
art,” proposed a notion of art unmarred by thought
(“Let there be as few ideas as possible!”) — an art
expressive of an inner vision produced by children,
the mad and the unschooled.

Dubuffet’s polemic surfs a wave of discontent rising
in the immediate post-war period. In the topsy-

turvy world of a damaged civilization traumatized by
holocaust and nuclear devastation, new criteria were
demanded. Art Brut’s embrace of abnormality radically
relativized artistic production, introducing criteria
of emotional authenticity over reason, anonymity
above genius, subjectivity before communicability,
impulse over technigque or tradition.

Traditionally, technical competence articulated

through the use of specific materials in a particular 208
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media was often the baseline criteria of judging

a work of art. A sculptor’s skill, for example,

was demonstrated in speclalized knowledge of metal-
lurglcal casting or stone carving. In sculpture, the

turn away from bronze or marble towards clay, wood
and found objects is a two-pronged move, the ocutcome
of which is not at all certain. On the one hand,
deskilling can represent an expansion of art from
rarified materials towards the guotldian and

the common. On the other hand, deskilling turns spe-
cilalized production towards a radical democratlization
of authorship, alerting spectators to their potentlal
role as creators. Deskilling art collapses it into
life, yet such a life may be itself impoverished by
the leveling out of distinct positions from which

to maintain critical distance about soclal-political
hierarchies which themselves are not guestloned.

DESUBLIMATED: To Sigmund Freud, artistic practice
was made possible by processes of sublimation.
Instinctual drives, in particular sexual impulses,
are converted into productlive mental activities and
long-term strategic thinking that do not necessarily
provide immedlate pleasure. According to Freud,
“The sexual 1Instinct is endowed with a capacity
for sublimation: that 1is, 1t has the power to replace
its immediate aim by other aims which may be valued
more highly and which are not sexual.”® Sublimation
comes from the Latin verb sublimare, “to raise up,”
and Freud’s conceptualization of the term was part
of hils topographical understanding of the unconscious
as a foundation upon which higher consclousness
is erected.® In contrast, desublimatiocn 1is often
expressed 1n horizontally-based objects: as laid-
down forms and sprawling, prone bodies.

In some cases, however, a condition of “repressive
desublimation” results. Excess and sexual abandon
are marshaled towards the soporific ends of enter-
tainment culture and organized leisure, and the
appearance of freedom 1s accommodated and, 1indeed,
actively cultivated as a substitute for more potent
forms of genuine protest. Mess, filth, scatter and
decomposition in this case are mere scatologlcal
regressions, rather than emancipatory gestures.

FOQUND OBJECT: Andre Breton’s novel Nadja (1928)
recounts his wanderings through Paris. Throughout
the book, Breton is drawn to seemingly random people
and objects that are charged with inexplicable but
powerful affect. Nadja herself 1s a cipher of the
mysterious and mundane; the items Breton obtains
throughout the course of the story are haunted with
presentiments of her tragic end. Breton does not
acquire these found objects; they seek him out.
Previously lost to history, thelr outmoded, no longer
useful forms embody, personify even, the aspirations
and longings of their former owners. A found object,
then, is a deeply polignant plece of someone’s
repurposed trash, an unwanted/cutmoded object still
pregnant with prior use. As opposed to forms of

casual recycling, the found object 1s a form of
historical recovery that activates highly charged
aspects of the past in the service of the present.

GRAVITY: In 1969, Whitney Museum curators Marcia
Tucker (future founder of the New Museum) and
James Monte organized “Anti-Illusion: Procedures/
Materials,” an exhibition of what came to be known
as post-Minimal sculpture, process art, or scatter
art. Tucker described the title as having been taken
from artist Robert Morris’s description of his use
of drooping industrial felt as “anti-form.” The
exhibition showcased new work by sculptors such as
Morris, Eva Hesse, Barry Le Va and Richard Tuttle.
In contrast to Minimalism’s riglid and autonomous
forms, post-Minimalism emphasized the entroplc, the
organic and the malleable, and accentuated the random
and pliable qualities of objects as they related

~to their surrounding space and environment. Morris’s
emphasis on the effects of elementary forces such
as gravity signaled a shift in focus from the optilcal
registration of a work to an understanding of the
fleld of relations — physical and possibly l1ldeo-
logical — in which an object 1s situated.

MERZBAU: “Merz,” a nonsense fragment derived from
a German financial institution called Commerzbank,
was the name that the artist Kurt Schwltters gave
to his abstract collages made of urban detritus
composed immedlately after World War I in Hannover.
Not content with producing mere objects, Schwitters
transformed several rooms of his house into a work
of art. Dubbed the Merzbau, he bullt nooks, cablnets
and grottoes, filling the spaces with found objects,
as well as collaged and assembled works of art.
Schwiltters first used strings to connect objects
throughout the space, then used wires and planks
to integrate them more permanently. In Schwitters’s
Merzbau, the structure itself housed curlous shelters
for objects with deeply personal — and thus often
inscrutable — assoclatlons. Schwitters’'s sculptural
and archlitectural hybrid redefined the very notlon
of home and of sculpture. The Merzbau integrated
furnliture, art and architecture Into one inclusive
setting. Yet Schwitters’s total habltat was subjec-
tive, expansive and heterogeneous, unlike parallel
modernist projects that stressed mass-production and
broad consumer availabllity of prefab architecture
and decor.

MONUMENT: The artist Tony Smith remarked of his sculp-
ture Die (1962) that he didn’t want to make 1t so
large that it would become a monument, and he didn’t
want to make it so diminutive 1t would exist merely
as an object. Smith argued that sculpture ocught to be

“related to ordinary everyday measurements — doorways

in buildings, beds, etc.,” and at six feet square,

the steel cube’s dimensions mirrored the human form.

His description still serves as a useful definition

of the scale of sculpture.®
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on, and effectively supercede, the essential flat-
ness of painting. To Judd, specific obJects worked
through the obsolescence of painting and emerged on
the other side, not as “successful” paintings but

as works created under the aegis of a new criteria,
that of “interest.” Yet arguments against the “merely
interesting” were forwarded by Michael Fried.® In
particular, Fried bemoaned that art making would be
so degraded by “interest” that an interesting experil-
ence alone would soon be perceived of as art.

TRUTH TO MATERIALS: The disciplined study of the mate-
rial constitution of form was, to the artist and
teacher Josef Albers, the necessary condition of art
production. First at the Bauhaus and then at Black
Mountain College and Yale University, the sculptural
exercises that Albers gave to students concerned the
immanent capacities of materials, studied structurally
and analyzed according to features such as compres-
sion, elasticity and firmness tested through folding
and bending. The internal organization of forms and
their relation to one another was underscored, encour-
aging dynamic relations rather than strictly sym-
metrical or mathematically predictable ones.

As Albers stated, “Every art work 1s based on a
thinking out of the material.”!® Though the appearance
of any material could mimic another, the underlying
structure and technical capaclity of a material can.
never be successfully imitated. Thus an object’s
structure should always be in conversation with

its appearance. A trompe-1’oell wood-grain drawing
on paper, however naturalistic, can not to be mis-
taken for actual wood in its strength or durability.
Playing with such 1llusions, however, encourages
attentive spectatorship that challenges ingrained
habits of perception (for example, at flrst glance
treating trompe 1’oeil as what 1t represents).

THEATRICALITY/“NOTES ON SCULPTURE”: Artist Robert
Morris’s experiences with Judson Church theater
and dance performances, and his workshops with
choreographers, such as Trisha Brown and Yvonne
Rainer, encouraged him to think about the perfor-
mativity of the body in relation to set deslgn and
props. Morris’s second one-person exhibition in
1965 included a corner piece slightly set off from
the wall so it appeared to be floating, two large
«I,_peam” shaped sculptures and a large floating rect-
angle, among other pleces. All were painted a uniform
pale gray color. In his series of essays “Notes on
Sculpture” (1966-69), Morris elaborated his interest
in the phenomenological conditions of art spectator-
ship.!* To Morris, of primary lmportance was the
manner in which his audience related to the objects,
and a scale based on human perception and experlence
was ideal for encouraging this. Shape was another
important element for Morris as it encouraged viewers
to perceive his sculptures as immediately intel-
ligible, whole, “gestalt” forms. This, to Morris,
prevented the interpretation of his sculptures as

“installation” or, worse yet, an “environment.”

Tt was just such a claim that critic Michael Fried
leveled against Morris.® To Fried, environment was
linked to theatrical space, and theater was not

part of the specific competency of art production,
generally, and painting and sculpture, specifically.
The dangerous lure of theatricality was, to Fried,
the way in which it broke down the contempla-

tive space of art, that is to say the dialectical
relationship between the work’s autonomy and the
beholder®’s contemplation of 1it. Theatricallity also
emphasized a work’s temporality, which opposed

the absolute present-ness and attention that contempla-
tion encouraged.

WASTE: In the years around 1900, the photographer

Eugene Atget used the figure of the chiffonier,

or ragpicker, to reveal the uneven development of
caplitalist modernity in urban settings. Ragpickers,
though poor, were not beggars. Roaming through the
terrailn of the metropolis, the ragpicker attended
to the overlooked, gathering not just literal rags
but anything of value: cans, bottles, paper and
everything else that wealthier inhabitants treated
as trash that could be converted into scrap. Atget,
without romanticizing their poverty, recognlized a
remarkable freedom of movement in the ragpickers’
seemingly destitute condition. He saw in their lon-
gevity, in spite of frequent‘persecution, a public
refutation of the claims of capitalism to rational-
ize inequality and bureaucratize labor in routinized
production schedules.

Extracting the final value from objects deemed out-
moded or useless, the ragpicker participates 1in an
informal economy of recycling, furnishing the cast-
off of the rich with a new, and often final, life.

To Walter Benjamin, the ragpicker’s recovery of the
overlooked constituted an alternative form of history,
as he wrote in The Arcades project, “I needn’t say
anything. Merely show. I shall purloin no valuables,
appropriate no ingenious formulations. But the rags,
the refuse — these I will not inventory but allow,

in the only way possible, to come into their own: by
making use of them.”’® An art made of humble materials
participates in this cycle of reuse, yet care must be
taken to avoid fetishizing the appearance of poverty.
If necessity is the mother of invention, scarcity is
unfortunately the taskmaster of survival.



The monument-sculpture-object declination that Smith
sets forth indicates how increasing the scale and
location of something changes its social meaning.
Attitudes towards monumentalilty have varied depending
upcn the political, economic, soclal and cultural
context. At the turn of the century, the Austrian
writer Robert Musil noted that monumental public art
suffers from belng “so conspicuously inconspicuous,”
and concluded that “there ig nothing in this world

as Invisible as a monument . »*° Musil called for modern
forms of address in public sculpture, irreverently
appealing for modern, attention-getting monuments
outfitted by the latest “gimmicks” of advertising:
rotating, animated sculptures that “comprehend our
age of nolse and movement.” This dream 1is somewhat
elegiacally recalled in Vladimir Tatlin’s Monument

to the Third International (1920), a mixed-use
monument that was at once a radio tower, a sulte of
offices and a valediction for the successful worker’s
revolution. It was never realized.

In the 1960s, Robert smithson turned a critical eye
to the discourse on monuments, seeing them in the
overlooked detritus of decaying rust belt areas

— dralnpipes, slag heaps and overgrown rail yards
all had their wasted splendor. These post-industrial
colossi, elaborated in his text and photo essay

«p Tour of the Monuments of Passalc” (published in
Artforum in 1967) were to Smithson a sign of the
entropic degradation of all human initiative, even
as they possessed a majesty that scarred the landscape
with the pride of industrial power.

ORNAMENT: In J. K. Huysmans’s 1884 novel A Rebours,
the young aristocrat des Esseintes sequesters himself
on his country estate and proceeds to redecorate
his apartments with a compulsive attention to every
detail. His folly reaches such heights that he gilds
a4 live turtle to match a brilliant Orlental rug.

Not satisfled, he employs a jeweler to encrust the
reluctant turtle’s carapace with rare gemstones.
With this coup de gréce the reptile dies, proving
that a decadent surfelt of ornamentation kills what
it attempts to enhance.

Disdain of ornament was intensified by Viennese
architect Adolf Loos’s 1908 treatise “Ornament and
Crime,” which equated ornament with cultural ata-
vism and decay. Prohibitions against ornament often
feminized it as indulgent, even narcotic, opposing
the imperatives towards productivity and efficiency
in sleek and austere modernist design. Yet in the
twin engines of International-style modernism and
geometric abstraction something was lost; ornament
ultimately re-emerged in biomorphic design and flow-
ered 1n the sixties with neo-Jugendstil psychedelia.
In sculpture, ornament returns as a long-repressed
pleasure in surface and decorative pattern, opposing
the 1950s/1960s modernist non-representational sculp-
ture of Anthony Caro and David Smith as well as the
austere serial structures of mid-1960s Minimallism.

PROUN: In the early days of the Russian Revolution,

art forms were called upon to reflect the conditions
of a nascent socialist culture. This was undertaken
in order to incorporate the social and material
conditions of modernity — steel, commodity and
industrialized labor — in the hopes of fostering

a new lmage world. Traditional media and hierarchies
of genres were dispensed with in favor of interdis-
ciplinary explorations of space and material. E1
Lissitzky, a Russian artist active during the early
days of the Revolution in Kasimir Malevich’s UNOVIS
organization, coined “proun” to define his hybrid
practice of spatialized painting. Initially empha-
sizing dimensional elements such as volume and the
illusion of dynamic movement, the proun moved out
into an architectonics of space. Abstract wall-
bound sculptural forms and paintings deplcting
architectural forms were integrated into room-sized
installations. Vectoring the surrounding space,
Lissitsky’s hybrid amalgamated the perceptual effects
of painting with the phenomenological, spatial
conditions of sculpture.

READYMADE: In 1913, Duchamp famously proclaimed that

a bicycle wheel he had affixed to a stool was art.

A commercially avallable bottle rack, a snow shovel
and most notoriously a urinal signed R. Mutt soon
followed, all of which he called “readymades.”

This provocative and quizotic gesture underscored
the contradictory nature of art — that 1t is based
on a community of understanding rather than any
innate quality of the work. The arbitrary nature

of the readymade was its key attribute; according to
Duchamp, the work should be as random and affectless
as possible. As he wrote, “Jt is necessary to arrive
at selecting an object with the idea of not being
impressed by this object on the basis of enjoyment
of any order. However, it 1s difficult to select

an object that absolutely does not interest you, not
only on the day on which you select 1t, and which
does not have any chance of becoming attractive or
beautiful and which 1is neither pleasant to look at
nor particularly ugly.”*

To Duchamp, an artists’ nominative act — the declara-
tion regardless of the object — was itself the art.
He could choose anything regardless of, or even in
spite of, 1its aesthetic merits. Thus began a con-
ceptual leap of faith that continues to define the
condition of sculpture, and art more generally.

SPECIFIC OBJECT: In 1964, the artist Donald Judd

deseribed his sculptures, conslsting of aluminum boxes
arranged serlially on a wall, as neither painting
nor sculpture but a hybrid of the two. He called
this interstitial kind of work “specific objects.
According to Judd, specific objects were concerned
with what Clement Greenberg had termed “the delimita-
tion of flatness.”! Painting had become s0 flat 1in
color field palnting, Judd argued, that a new category
of work needed to be explored that could reflect
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